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WHY UNIVERSAL VOTE-BY-MAIL WOULD BE A VICTORY FOR ILLINOIS 

By Matthew A. Flamm and Cary J. Shepherd 

 

Abstract 

Since the late 20th Century, 

municipalities, counties, and states across the US 

have offered absentee voting. Traditionally, 

absentee voting was limited to disabled, elderly, 

or military voters who could not travel to polling 

places on Election Day. In recent years, Illinois 

and other states have opened up mail voting to 

all voters on a voluntary basis. 

Vote by mail (VBM) programs offer a 

simple, inexpensive, and accessible alternative to 

the traditional method of requiring voters to physically attend polling places on a 

specific date. As a result, the states of Oregon, Washington, and most recently 

Colorado have adopted Universal VBM programs in place of their old systems. 

Those states have eliminated in-person voting and replaced it with an all-mail 

system. 

This paper will examine the potential for the State of Illinois to adopt a 

Universal VBM program by examining factors such as voter turnout, cost, and 

security. Given the historical reputation of voting in Chicago, concerns regarding 

fraud and coercion must be considered. However, research suggests that VBM is 

largely free of fraud and coercion and is associated with strong benefits such as 

higher voter participation, less expensive elections, and easier access for lower-

income, rural, and elderly voters.  All of these benefits would likely be present in 

Illinois under a Universal VBM system. 
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Executive Summary 

● Under a Universal Vote-By-Mail (“Universal VBM”) system, every 

registered voter is sent a ballot two or three weeks before Election Day. 

The voter can return the ballot by mail or drop it in a secure drop box at a 

library or other local government building. 

● Current Illinois law allows voters to vote by mail, to vote in person during 

the weeks before Election Day, or to vote in person at their precinct 

polling place on Election Day. Every County Clerk and Board of Election 

Commissioners must maintain and pay for all three systems for every 

election, from municipal primaries to Presidential general elections. 

● Universal VBM would decrease the cost of running Illinois elections by 

more than $5 million per election. There would be no need to hire 

thousands of election judges and other election-day personnel, nor would 

there be a need to purchase and maintain voting machines and to deliver 

them to polling places. There would be only one method of counting 

ballots. 

● Universal VBM has been popular and free of serious problems in the three 

states where it has been implemented. Turnout has increased significantly. 

Voters can research their votes at their convenience before completing and 

returning their ballots. Because there is only one system, election 

authorities are able to determine quickly and easily whether a voter has 

already voted. It would be difficult for any voter to vote twice, since one 

ballot is sent to each registered voter. 

● Universal VBM would eliminate waiting lines in high-turnout elections. 

The specter of voters standing in line, often in harsh Illinois weather, 

would be impossible. 
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● Unlike some states which have restricted voting rights, Illinois has been a 

leader in encouraging voter participation. Universal VBM lets voters 

consider their votes more carefully and cast their votes at their 

convenience, at a fraction of the cost taxpayers now pay. 

● The benefits of Universal VBM would be most noticeable in lower-turnout 

elections. The turnout in the 2015 local government election was only 20% 

of the turnout in the 2012 Presidential election, but the cost of running 

both elections was virtually identical. For that reason, we propose that 

Universal VBM be tried on an experimental basis for the 2017 local 

government elections. 

 

Introduction 

In the 2000 presidential election, a failure of voting technology caused the 

contest between Republican nominee George W. Bush and Democratic nominee 

Al Gore to be decided by the US Supreme Court. As a result, the Help America 

Vote Act of 2002 (HAVA) was enacted. This legislation aggressively overhauled 

voting technology at the state level, aiming to simplify voting and decrease the 

incidence of voters failing to complete their ballots correctly (known as the 

“residual vote rate”).1 But there was another effect as well. Mainstream political 

discussion was no longer just about who to vote for, it also about how we vote. Is 

one form of voting “safer” than another? What is the most “fair” way to vote? In 

a 2008 New York Times editorial, former President Jimmy Carter observed the 

increasing political polarization of election methods. “Unfortunately, our two 

major political parties — Democratic and Republican — continue to disagree on 

some of the rules that apply to the administration of our elections.”2 

                                                
1 "The 2012 Election Administration and Voting Survey." 2013, 3. 
http://www.eac.gov/assets/1/Page/990-050 EAC VoterSurvey_508Compliant.pdf. 
2 Carter, Jimmy, and James Baker. "A Clearer Picture on Voter ID." The New York Times. 
February 2, 2008. Accessed August 1, 2015. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/03/opinion/03carter.html?_r=0. 
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As a result of the debate over voting methods, Illinois and other states 

have begun to offer “no-excuse” mail voting, meaning all voters are eligible. A 

voter has three choices: to vote by mail, to vote in-person at specified early 

voting locations during the weeks before the election, or to vote in person on 

Election Day at his or her neighborhood polling place. If all Illinois voters 

requested a mail ballot, an election could be handled entirely through the mail. 

This is unlikely, but voting by mail is a growing preference. In 2012, almost 44% 

of voters nationwide voted before Election Day or by mail.3  

The first section of this paper will focus on the structural details of voting 

in Illinois today. Illinois currently offers voting by mail in addition to voting at 

polling places both before and on Election Day.  Illinois offers “no-excuse” VBM 

to all registered voters, but only at the request of the voter.  

The second section will discuss Universal VBM programs in Oregon and 

Washington and how Universal VBM could be incorporated into the current 

structure of voluntary VBM in Illinois.  

The third section will focus on the monetary cost of managing polling 

places. These costs are largely associated with personnel.  

The fourth section will discuss the cost of Universal VBM, using the states 

of Oregon and Washington as an example for Illinois. These states have seen a 

substantial decrease in the cost of their elections,4 and our analysis indicates that 

Illinois should not be an exception to that trend.  

The fifth section will focus on concerns regarding how a Universal VBM 

program will change the nature of election security in Illinois. The best 

information available indicates that vote fraud is an uncommon phenomenon 

today. Even without Chicago’s history of vote fraud, any proposal for change 

must include an evaluation of the potential for electoral abuse under a Universal 

                                                
3 "The 2012 Election Administration and Voting Survey." 2013, 8.  
4 "Washington States Vote-by-Mail Experience." Washington Secretary of State, 2007, 7. 
http://www.sos.wa.gov/documentvault/WashingtonStatesVotebyMailExperienceOctober2007-
2066.pdf.  
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VBM system. Research indicates Universal VBM is as safe or safer than other 

methods of voting. In fact, VBM offers one powerful security advantage that 

traditional voting systems cannot offer.   

The final section will focus on the benefits that Universal VBM would 

offer Illinois residents. Universal VBM could help to enfranchise disabled, rural, 

and working-poor voters who are prime candidates for the voter 

enfranchisement benefits that VBM offers. This section will also discuss the 

outcome of other states’ VBM programs on voter participation, residual voting, 

and other outcomes observed.  

 

Section 1 - The Present Structure of Voting in Illinois  

Currently Illinois offers residents three ways to vote. The first method is 

the traditional manner in which voters attend local polling places on Election 

Day. The second method is early voting, where voters vote at one of a limited 

number of polling places during the two weeks before the election. The final 

method is absentee voting or voting by mail. Each of these three systems would 

be independently sufficient to run the entire election. As will be described later, 

this degree of redundancy is unnecessary and costly for state and local 

government.  

Voter registration is a prerequisite for all residents seeking to vote in 

Illinois. To register to vote, a voter may either submit a paper form to their 

county clerk’s office or complete an online registration form. Both options 

require the voter to provide their birth date, home address, and either a driver's 

license number or the last four digits of their Social Security number.  

All registered voters are eligible to vote at their polling place on Election 

Day or during the early voting period. However, using Illinois’s voluntary VBM 

system requires another step. After registering to vote, the voter must request a 

mail-in absentee ballot either through the internet or by submitting a paper form 
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to their county clerk’s office.5 The request form verifies their identity using a 

combination of birthday, address, and signature verification.6 If voters choose, 

they can have their ballot sent to an address other than their home if they are 

traveling. What is important to note is that the voter registration form gives the 

county clerk or Board of Election Commissioners the necessary information to 

mail all registered voters a ballot if Universal VBM were instituted in Illinois. No 

additional information would be required.  

After voters receive and complete their ballots, they must be postmarked 

before Election Day. Any person other than the voter who returns the ballot is 

required to sign the ballot envelope, as is the voter.7  

 

Section 2 - How Universal Vote by Mail Works 

Now that an outline of the current voluntary VBM system in Illinois has 

been established, it is beneficial to examine how transitioning to Universal VBM 

in other states has worked. For this, we will look Washington and Oregon, two 

states with a sufficiently long history of Universal VBM. Oregon and Washington 

have had Universal VBM since 19988 and 20079, respectively.  

The voter registration process in Washington and Oregon is nearly 

identical to that of Illinois. Since the passage of Universal VBM in Washington, 

all registered voters are mailed a ballot to their home address through the United 

                                                
5 "Vote By Mail." Cook County Clerk. 
http://cookcountyclerk.com/elections/mailvoting/Pages/default.aspx. 
6 "Vote By Mail." Cook County Clerk.  
7 Office of the Cook County Clerk. "Cook County Elections." Interview by author. June 12, 2015. 
8 Southwell, Priscilla L. "Analysis of the Turnout Effects of Vote by Mail Elections, 1980–2007." 
The Social Science Journal, 2009, 108. 
9 In 2007, 36 of 39 WA counties chose to conduct their elections entirely by mail.  
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States Postal Service 18 days or more before Election Day.10 Oregon delivers 

ballots two to three weeks before Election Day by the same method.11  

This “universal ballot delivery” fundamentally changes election 

administration. It eliminates the need for a voter to request a ballot, either in-

person or by mail. Every registered voter receives a ballot in the mail. Not all 

voters will return their ballots, but all will have the opportunity to do so. 

Upon receipt of their ballots, voters have the ability to research any 

candidates or initiatives they are unfamiliar with while in the comfort of their 

own homes before mailing the ballot back to their county clerk or board of 

elections. This allows voters who are unfamiliar with candidates for lesser-

known offices or ballot propositions to take the time required to make informed 

decisions. Voters must mail the ballot or return it to a designated drop off box on 

or before Election Day.  

In Washington, voters typically return their ballots at a fairly constant rate 

for two weeks prior to the election, with a slight spike in the final few days.12 

This allows ample time for the clerk’s office to check the ballots’ authenticity and 

remove duplicate ballots. When Universal VBM is implemented, it is far easier 

for the clerk’s office to identify duplicate ballots than under a voluntary VBM 

system like that in Illinois. Former Oregon Secretary of State Phil Keisling, who 

oversaw Oregon’s transition to Universal VBM, suggests that states should “leap 

frog” the stage of voluntary VBM and go straight to Universal VBM to avoid 

running “dual elections,” which he described as the “worst situation to be in” in 

                                                
10 "Washington State's Vote-by-Mail Experience." Washington Secretary of State, 2007, 7. 
http://www.sos.wa.gov/documentvault/WashingtonStatesVotebyMailExperienceOctober2007-
2066.pdf.  
11 "Voting in Oregon." Oregon Secretary of State. 
http://sos.oregon.gov/voting/Pages/voteinor.aspx. 
12 "Washington State's Vote-by-Mail Experience." Washington Secretary of State, 2007, 8. 
http://www.sos.wa.gov/documentvault/WashingtonStatesVotebyMailExperienceOctober2007-
2066.pdf.  
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terms of risk for error and possible loss of integrity.13 When voters have the 

ability to vote either at an early voting site, at a polling place on Election Day, or 

by mail, it takes the election administrators additional time and organization for 

the three ballot sources to be processed through a central database of voters. If all 

ballots are received through a single source, duplicates are identified more 

quickly and errors are reduced.  

 

Section 3 - The Cost of Illinois Elections  

Since elections are a fundamentally required service of a democracy, the 

price is rarely subject to the same scrutiny that other government expenditures 

are given. But administering elections costs millions of dollars on the state level. 

Universal VBM would drastically reduce that cost.  

 The largest cost is personnel. Five people must be recruited, trained, and 

paid as equipment managers and election judges for every precinct.14 Some low 

population counties in Illinois choose to use three election judges during odd-

year local elections as permitted by law, but most employ the full staff of five 

judges for all elections.15 Other personnel are required to travel between polling 

places, such as drivers (usually sheriff’s deputies, but they are paid by the clerk’s 

office) and attorneys.16 Many of these employees are paid overtime. In Cook 

County, election judges are paid $175 a day and equipment managers $325 a day 

as of June 2015.17 The State of Illinois had 10,089 operating precincts in the 

                                                
13 "Vote-By-Mail? ELGL’s Interview with Phil Keisling, Former Oregon Secretary of State | 
Emerging Local Government Leaders Network." Emerging Local Government Leaders Network. 
November 13, 2012. http://elgl.org/2012/11/13/vote-by-mail-elgls-interview-with-phil-keisling-
former-oregon-secretary-of-state/. 
14 "Returning Election Judges/Committeemen." Cook County Clerk. 
http://www.cookcountyclerk.com/elections/electionjudges/Pages/default.aspx. 
15 Offices of the Bond, Hamilton, Morgan, Randolph, Sangamon, and Vermilion County Clerks. 
Telephone interview by author. August 17, 2015. 
16 Office of the Cook County Clerk. "Cook County Elections." Interview by author. June 12, 2015. 
17 "Returning Election Judges/Committeemen." Cook County Clerk. 
http://www.cookcountyclerk.com/elections/electionjudges/Pages/default.aspx. 
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November 2012 general election.18 Although some polling places house two or 

more precincts, each precinct is required to have an independent staff of election 

judges and their own voting machines and other equipment. Assuming that each 

precinct had 5 election judges including 1 equipment manager, the personnel 

cost of operating these precincts was $10.3 million on Election Day alone. Some 

voting locations are open during the early voting period, which consists of 11 out 

of the 15 days prior to the election. Given that Chicago alone had roughly 40 

early voting polling places, plus 43 more in suburban Cook County, and each 

county is required to have at least one early voting location, a minimum of 183 

polling places are open for 11 days prior to Election Day.19 Based on the number 

of published polling places and estimates using population by county, future 

elections will likely have around 260 early voting polling places. Given that each 

polling place has five election judges including one equipment manager, the 

additional cost is about $2.9 million to fund personnel during the early voting 

period. Thus, a very conservative estimated cost of these personnel is $13.2 

million for a statewide election. Other costs that are associated with running a 

polling place include touch-screen voting machines, booths for voters to cast 

paper ballots, ballot-counting machines, signature label books, and the ballots 

themselves.  

 The cost per vote of operating polling places varies drastically based on 

population density. While Cook County counted an average of 547 votes per 

precinct in the 2012 general election, many rural counties counted roughly half or 

less that number, for example 253 in Hamilton County and 138 in Bond County.20 

The counties with the smallest tax base often pay the highest amount per vote 

under the current system.  

                                                
18 "The 2012 Election Administration and Voting Survey." 2013, 196.  
19 "Early Voting Locations: Suburban Cook CountyMarch 23 - April 4, 2015." Early Voting 
Locations. http://www.cookcountyclerk.com/elections/earlyvoting/pages/earlyvotinglocations.aspx. 
20 "The 2012 Election Administration and Voting Survey." 2013, ii-196. 
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 This cost is highlighted in primary elections and in municipal, school 

board, and township elections, which are held in odd-numbered years. The 

turnout for those elections is much lower than that for Presidential elections. The 

turnout for “mid-term” Congressional elections, which are held two years after 

each Presidential election, is in between those figures.  

 

Table 1. Suburban Cook County election turnout  

YEAR PRIMARY ELECTION TURNOUT GENERAL ELECTION TURNOUT 

2012: 329,537 1,001,693 

2013: 53,614 275,637 

2014: 232,088 696,403 

2015: 4,024 201,180 21 

 

Under current law, the cost of all these elections is almost identical 

because the number of polling places, election judges, voting machines and other 

costs are the same for a municipal primary as for a Presidential general election.22  

 

Section 4 - The Cost of Universal Vote by Mail 

Oregon, Washington, and Colorado have all reported a decreased cost of 

elections since implementing Universal VBM.23 In Oregon, Universal VBM saved 

between one-half and two-thirds of the cost required to maintain polling places, 

pushing many counties in the state to adopt countywide Universal VBM before it 

was a statewide requirement.24 In fact, widespread positive financial reports on 

                                                
21 "Election Results." Cook County Clerk. 
http://www.cookcountyclerk.com/elections/results/Pages/default.aspx. 
22 On exception is the 2013 primary. Only two townships had primary elections that year. In those 
townships, however, all of the polling places and early voting locations had to be opened despite 
the miniscule turnout. 
23 Southwell, Priscilla L. "Analysis of the Turnout Effects of Vote by Mail Elections, 1980–2007." 
The Social Science Journal, 2009, 212. 
24  Southwell, Priscilla L. "Analysis of the Turnout Effects of Vote by Mail Elections, 1980–2007." 
The Social Science Journal, 2009, 212. 
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the county level were one of the main reasons Oregon made the move to 

statewide Universal VBM.25 These cost savings are not the primary reason to 

adopt Universal VBM, but they are an additional benefit of that change.  

Illinois is geographically split between densely populated urban centers 

and sparsely populated rural areas. 88% of Illinoisans live in urban or suburban 

regions, but 93% of our land is rural.26 In Cook County, the higher number of 

elected officials demands a longer ballot length which increases the weight of the 

mailed package, thus requiring additional postage for local elections. The cost of 

mailing and returning each ballot in Cook County is $1.30 in postage.27 The 

postage cost is a $0.98 per person for delivery and return in counties with shorter 

ballots.28  

 We will use a rough estimation of $1.14 per person for round-trip postage 

cost. Since Illinois has 7.52 million registered voters as of 2012, the estimated 

delivery cost of mail ballots would be $8.57 million. This is $5 million less than 

the lowest estimated cost of personnel required for the same number of people to 

vote at traditional polling places. 

 It has been suggested that the cost of implementing Universal VBM would 

be higher because of the large number of ballots that would be returned 

undelivered. Some election authorities already send out mailings, such as voter 

registration cards, to all registered voters, allowing them to purge their rolls of 

voters who no longer live at their registered address. The cost of mailing would 

be proportional to the number of registered voters. After one ballot is sent to a 

registered voter and returned, the election authority could be authorized to stop 

mailing ballots to that voter. Such voters could apply in person for a ballot if 

                                                
25 Southwell, Priscilla L. "Analysis of the Turnout Effects of Vote by Mail Elections, 1980–2007." 
The Social Science Journal, 2009, 212. 
26 "United States Census Bureau." 2010 Urban and Rural Classification. 
https://www.census.gov/geo/reference/ua/urban-rural-2010.html. 
27 Office of the Cook County Clerk. "Cook County Elections." Interview by author. June 12, 2015. 
28 "Postage Rate Increase." United States Postal Service. http://www.stamps.com/usps/postage-
rate-increase/. 
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their mail was not delivered correctly because their name was not on the mailbox 

or for other reasons. 

 To summarize, based on both the estimated cost of future elections in 

Illinois and the proven results of other states, Universal VBM would cut the 

statewide cost of Illinois elections by millions of dollars.  

 

Section 5 - Concerns and Criticisms of Voting by Mail 

As with any change in voting technology, there is always concern and 

criticism from voices across the political spectrum. Fortunately for Illinois, we 

would not be the first state to adopt Universal VBM, and we have data to rely on 

from other states to address common concerns and criticisms. 

 Illinois has a history that is less than favorable in terms of electoral 

corruption and fraud, from Upton Sinclair’s 1906 depiction in The Jungle of 

stockyard workers using Election Day as an opportunity to be paid by the 

number of times they voted to allegations regarding the first Mayor Daley’s 

involvement in the 1960 presidential election. There have been few credible 

allegations of vote fraud in recent decades, but an evaluation of voting security is 

always essential.  

 There are four primary safeguards against VBM election fraud and 

coercion. The first and most important safeguard is the voter registration process. 

As explained in section 1, registering to vote in Illinois requires a name, address, 

birth date, signature, and either a partial social security number or driver's 

license number. All of this information is checked against county records and 

there are harsh legal penalties to falsifying registration.  

The second safeguard is the home registration address. This is a unique 

element of voting security that is not offered by traditional voting. By mailing the 

ballot directly to the address of the registered voter, this ties the voter to their 

legitimate address and decreases their ability to vote from an address where they 
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do not live.29 Intentional address misinformation can take two forms: either the 

address is nonexistent or the address is registered to the home or business of 

another person. Both forms of fraud are more easily detected through VBM than 

polling place based elections. If a ballot is sent to a nonexistent address, the ballot 

will not be delivered. If the ballot is delivered to the home of another person, this 

can be easily identified and reported, either by the real resident of the address or 

by cross-checking registration with state records. Postal workers can prevent 

delivery of ballots to businesses addresses and identify discrepancies between 

the names of home residents and the names on mail ballots. Mailing the ballot to 

a home address decreases the ability of individuals to vote using a false address.  

Another safeguard that VBM offers is the signature verification system. 

The technology to check falsified signatures has improved greatly in recent 

years. While falsification is possible, it is very difficult.30 Moreover, the same 

small fraud potential exists with in-person voting.  

Finally, a Universal VBM system allows a single database of all votes to be 

tallied simultaneously during the election process allowing the county or state to 

quickly identify repeat voting, whether accidental or fraudulent. Using 

traditional polling places, there are thousands of individual tallies done on 

Election Day. Section 2 discusses the simplicity of Universal VBM, but the same 

principle helps to prevent election fraud. In 2006, Washington State used their 

VBM database to identify and cancel 39,814 duplicate voter registrations and 

40,105 registrations of deceased voters.31 It is unlikely that many, if any, of these 

were intentional cases of fraud, but they were identified and canceled 

accordingly.  

                                                
29 Office of the Cook County Clerk. "Cook County Elections." Interview by author. June 12, 2015. 
30 Pal, Srikanta, Alireza Alaei, Umapada Pal, and Michael Blumenstein. "Svm And Nn Based 
Offline Signature Verification." International Journal of Computational Intelligence and 
Applications Int. J. Comp. Intel. Appl. 12, no. 4 (2013). 
31  "Washington States Vote-by-Mail Experience." Washington Secretary of State, 2007, 14.  
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One concern that has been voiced regarding VBM is the possibility of a 

higher residual voting rate. Residual voting is the attempted but invalid vote, 

usually due to incorrectly completed ballots. As the voluntary VBM rate rose in 

California between 1990 and 2010, a sizeable increase in residual voting was 

recorded.32 Residual voting can be combatted by designing ballots that are 

simple to fill out and clearly structured by candidate and position. Election 

authorities could input ballots as they are received and notify voters whose 

ballots are defective if there is time for them to correct their error(s) before the 

deadline for counting ballots. Moreover, the possibility of a small increase in 

residual voting as seen in California’s voluntary VBM system must be weighed 

against the substantial increase in voter turnout that has been documented in the 

Universal VBM systems of Oregon and Washington.33 34 The purpose of election 

administration is to achieve the most accurate determination of voters’ intent. A 

system in which more people vote better fulfills that purpose even if a small 

number of ballots are defective. 

Another issue that needs to be addressed is absentee voting for traveling 

residents. Provisions must be made to allow voters who are away from the 

address where they are registered to vote. This would include students, military 

personnel, snowbirds and other travelers. Fortunately, Illinois already offers a 

service to temporarily request ballots at alternative address and this could be 

retained under a Universal VBM system. Washington offers the option to 

seasonal residents of informing their county of the dates they plan to be out of 

                                                
32 Alvarez, R. M., D. Beckett, and C. Stewart. "Voting Technology, Vote-by-Mail, and Residual 
Votes in California, 1990-2010." Political Research Quarterly 66, no. 3 (2012): 658-70. 
33 "Oregon Elections Performance Index." April 1, 2014. 
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/Assets/2014/04/07/2012_Election_Performance_Index_Oregon
.pdf?la=en. 
34  "Washington Elections Performance Index." April 1, 2014. 
http://www.pewtrusts.org/~/media/Assets/2014/04/07/2012_Election_Performance_Index_Washin
gton.pdf?la=en 
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state, allowing the county to send ballots directly to the seasonal addresses of 

legal residents.35    

Research indicates that the problem of modern voter fraud is largely a 

false perception. A broad analysis by the Brennan Center for Justice has 

identified only 31 incidents of voter fraud in the United States since 2000, a 

period in which over one billion ballots were cast.36 37 Even if every one of these 

cases occurred in Illinois (in fact, none of them did), this would not be enough to 

swing an election. 

The primary way in which critics suggest that mail voting can be abused 

is the “precinct captain in the room” scenario, in which a partisan worker might 

arrange to be present while one or more voters complete their ballot(s). Before 

the institution of voting machines, partisan workers agreed to pay voters for 

their vote only if they could see that the ballot had been completed as promised. 

This is a problem with any paper-ballot system, including Illinois’ current 

voluntary vote by mail system. There is no evidence that such conduct has been 

widespread anywhere in the United States. The abolition of the patronage hiring 

system has decreased the motivation of partisan workers to risk prosecution 

merely to produce a few more votes for their candidate or party. Strict laws 

prohibiting undue influence, clear warnings on ballot materials, and a 

requirement that any person assisting the voter sign an affidavit (which Illinois 

already requires) would help to minimize the chance of such misconduct. 38 

                                                
35 "County Elections Departments in Washington State." Secretary of State - Elections and 
Voting. http://www.sos.wa.gov/elections/auditors.aspx#. 
36 "Analysis of Alleged Fraud in Briefs Supporting Crawford Respondents."Brennan Center for 
Justice, 2007. http://www.brennancenter.org/sites/default/files/legacy/Democracy/Analysis of 
Crawford Allegations.pdf. 
37 "A Comprehensive Investigation of Voter Impersonation Finds 31 Credible Incidents out of One 
Billion Ballots Cast." Washington Post. August 6, 2014. 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/wonkblog/wp/2014/08/06/a-comprehensive-investigation-
of-voter-impersonation-finds-31-credible-incidents-out-of-one-billion-ballots-cast/. 
38 Not all voter assistance is improper. A disabled or illiterate voter is entitled to ask that a relative 
or other person assist the voter. Source: 
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In the rare occurrences of attempted voter fraud, the State of Illinois and 

Cook County have become proficient in detecting and prosecuting perpetrators. 

The case of The People of Illinois v. Patricia Deganutti (2004) illustrates the county 

and state’s impressive ability in the field.39 In this case, Cook County Clerk 

David Orr’s office was able to identify inconsistencies in the voter registration 

patterns for the precinct in which Deganutti was serving as captain, discover the 

fraud, and gather the evidence required for the prosecutor to successfully convict 

Deganutti for unlawful observation of voting and absentee ballot violation.40 This 

case was not treated as a frivolous technicality; it is clear from the court’s ruling 

that election fraud is a serious issue in the eyes of the law.  

No system of voting can be guaranteed to be entirely free of fraud or 

coercion. What matters is how susceptible to exploitation a system is and 

whether or not history indicates it is likely to occur in any systematic way. None 

of the theoretical risks of mail voting are unique to Universal VBM. If a candidate 

or campaign worker wants to unduly influence a voter’s absentee ballot, it is 

already possible under voluntary VBM. Adopting Universal VBM would not 

make possible any form of election fraud that is not already possible, and it 

decreases the possibility of other forms of fraud. 

  

                                                                                                                                            
"Voter Assistance on Election Day." Illinois State Board of Elections Website. June 10, 2015. 
http://www.elections.state.il.us/downloads/electioninformation/pdf/assistdisabled.pdf. 
39 "Absentee Ballot Fraud Case Sends Message ." Cook County Clerk. July 11, 2002. 
http://www.cookcountyclerk.com/newsroom/newsfromclerk/Pages/Absenteeballotfraudcasesends
message.aspx. 
40 "No. 1-02-2855, People v. Deganutti." Circuit Court of Cook County. May 12, 2004. 
http://www.illinoiscourts.gov/opinions/appellatecourt/2004/1stdistrict/may/html/1022855.htm. 



17 

Section 6 - Benefits of Voting by Mail 

Bringing the ballot to the voter is the next big step in providing accessible 

democracy. Universal VBM provides the easiest and most accessible method of 

voting today. The primary benefit of enhanced accessibility is an increase in 

participation. Previous studies have shown that Universal VBM enhances 

turnout across the board, but the greatest improvement is seen in presidential 

and special elections.41 This finding implies a strong tendency for Universal VBM 

to robustly boost the participation rate of likely voters, while slightly increasing 

rates of participation by sporadic voters.42 An analysis of turnout in Oregon and 

Washington since passage of Universal VBM indicates that not all states 

experience the same ratio of turnout increases based on election type, but that 

Universal VBM almost always boosts voter participation to at least some degree.  

 

Phil Keisling, the former Oregon Secretary of State, wrote last year: 
 

“In the 2010 mid-term elections, Oregon and Washington ranked first and second 

in percentage of registered voters casting ballots. (Across all 50 states, the same 

turnout rates would have meant about 25 million more votes cast.) More 

dramatic still, party-primary turnout rates of 40 percent or higher in states with 

universal ballot delivery are double, even quadruple, the rates in most states.”43 

  

                                                
41 Southwell, Priscilla L. "Analysis of the Turnout Effects of Vote by Mail Elections, 1980–2007." 
The Social Science Journal, 2009, 212. 
42 Karp, J., & Banducci, S. “Going postal: How all-mail elections influence turnout.” Political 
Behavior, 22, 2000, 223–239. 
43 Keisling, Phil. "Beyond Groupthink: The Real Way to Reform Voting." Governing. February 13, 
2014. http://www.governing.com/columns/smart-mgmt/col-elections-reform-universal-voting-by-
mail.html. 
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 Professor Southwell of the University of Oregon found that “Vote by mail 

format is a major stimulus to voter participation in special elections in Oregon, 

while its effect on turnout in primary and general elections is positive, but fairly 

minimal.”44 In other words some Oregon elections have shown more benefit than 

others, but Universal VBM has always been beneficial.  

 

Table 2. Oregon General Election Turnout 2000-2014 

Election Year Turnout Rate Increase since 1988-1998 Average  

(Adjusted for Presidential vs. Midterm Years) 

2014 70.9% 2.83 % 

2012 82.8% 4.64 % 

2010 71.8 % 3.82 % 

2008 85.6 % 7.51 % 

2006 70.8 %  2.74 % 

2004 86.4 % 8.32 % 

2002 69.0 % 1.02 % 

2000 79.8 % 1.64 % 

 

Table 3. Washington General Election Turnout 2008-2014 

Election Year Turnout Rate Turnout Increase from 1996-2006 Average 

 (Adjusted for Presidential vs. Midterm Years) 

2008 84.61 % 2.85 % 

2010 71.24 % 6.72 % 

2012 81.25 % 2.32 % 

2014 54.16 % -3.59 % 

 

                                                
44 Southwell, Priscilla L. "Analysis of the Turnout Effects of Vote by Mail Elections, 1980–2007." 
The Social Science Journal, 2009, 212. 
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 Of the general elections examined above, eleven out of twelve experienced 

an increase in voter turnout compared to historically similar elections lacking 

Universal VBM. The sole exception to this trend is the 2014 General Election, 

which experienced the lowest national turnout rate since 1942.45 Only 36.4% of 

voters in the United States participated.46 Despite Washington’s 2014 dip in 

turnout rate, participation was still 17.76% higher than the national average. 

Furthermore, Oregon managed to increase 2014 turnout in comparison to its pre-

Universal VBM participation, defying the nationwide downturn. While the 

degree to which Universal VBM enhances voter turnout varies from year to year 

and by election type, there is no doubt that Universal VBM increases voter 

participation.  

Under a traditional polling place system, high voter turnout can be 

associated with problems of its own including long lines, inadequate staffing, 

and occasional on-site technology failures on Election Day. Such issues are 

common and disproportionately affect voters in impoverished and minority 

neighborhoods, often preventing working or elderly voters from participating 

due to no fault of their own.47 These issues are entirely (and inexpensively) 

eliminated by Universal VBM. The centralization of vote-counting equipment 

and decreasing of staff numbers allow election administrators to employ a 

smaller but better trained staff to handle issues as they arise and count the 

majority of ballots before Election Day, thus avoiding last-minute problems.  

The impact of Universal VBM is not limited to improved turnout rates. 

Another benefit of VBM that polling locations cannot offer is the voter’s ability to 

research and consider candidates and initiatives at length while voting. Most 

voters are familiar with the candidates running for President or Senator, but 

                                                
45 Alter, Charlotte. "Voter Turnout in Midterm Elections Hits 72-Year Low." Time. November 10, 
2014. http://time.com/3576090/midterm-elections-turnout-world-war-two/. 
46 "2014 November General Election Turnout Rates." United States Elections Project. December 
12, 2014. http://www.electproject.org/2014g. 
47 "Long Lines at Minority Polling Places." The New York Times. September 24, 2014. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/25/opinion/long-lines-at-minority-polling-places.html?_r=0. 
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down-ballot candidates are often less familiar to voters. VBM allows voters to 

evaluate and vote on lower-ballot candidates and initiatives when given the 

chance to do so on a mail ballot with a greater amount of time than when voting 

in person at a polling place. 

It is important to consider the people who will most benefit from 

Universal VBM. In Illinois, 1.8 million residents live in poverty, and 1.4 million of 

them are voting age.48 These residents are often family-heads who work two or 

even three jobs and struggle to afford transportation. Taking the time to vote in 

person, or even being aware of optional VBM, is unlikely for many of these 

residents. Additionally, two-thirds of single mothers work outside the home, 

preventing them from having the time to engage in the political process that has 

such a great effect on their lives.49 In an age when the American worker is 

expected to work more hours for less pay, the people who most need to be heard 

in government are losing the opportunity to be adequately represented. 

Universal VBM can help reverse this trend.  

 

 

Conclusion 

Universal VBM has had positive effects on the electoral process in Oregon 

and Washington, and Illinois will benefit in similar ways. The financial benefit 

alone would save the upwards of $5 million per election on a statewide level. 

While security and fraud protection are serious concerns, modern technology 

and efficient prosecutorial procedures provide excellent deterrents.  

 We recommend that the General Assembly adopt Universal VBM on an 

experimental basis for the 2017 Consolidated Primary and General Elections. 

                                                
48 "Illinois QuickFacts from the US Census Bureau." United States Census Bureau. 
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/17000.html. 
49 "Single Motherhood in the United States – A Snapshot (2012)." The Women's Legal Defense 
and Education Fund. http://www.legalmomentum.org/sites/default/files/reports/single-mothers-
snapshot_0.pdf. 
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Those elections can be expected to have a low turnout. This would make it easier 

to adopt a new voting system. It would eliminate large costs of staffing and 

maintaining thousands of polling places to serve a small number of expected 

voters. The Consolidated Primary would be in late February 2017, but many 

townships do not have any races that are decided by primary. The Consolidated 

Election is in April 2017. Those two elections would give county clerks a chance 

to try and evaluate the new system. If Universal VBM proves as popular in 

Illinois as it has in other states, the General Assembly could make it permanent 

long before the next primary in March 2018.  
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APPENDIX 1 – OREGON STATUTES 

ORS 254.470 Procedures for conducting election by mail; rules (Oregon Revised 

Statutes (2013 Edition)) 

 

 (1) The Secretary of State by rule shall establish requirements and criteria for the 

designation of places of deposit for the ballots cast in an election. The rules shall 

also specify the dates and times the places of deposit must be open and the 

security requirements for the places of deposit. At a minimum, the places 

designated under this section shall be open on the date of the election for a 

period of eight or more hours, but must be open until at least 8 p.m. At each 

place of deposit designated under this section, the county clerk shall prominently 

display a sign stating that the location is an official ballot drop site. 

(2)(a) Except as provided in paragraphs (b) and (c) of this subsection, the county 

clerk shall mail by nonforwardable mail an official ballot with a return 

identification envelope and a secrecy envelope not sooner than the 20th day 

before the date of an election and not later than the 14th day before the date of 

the election, to each active elector of the electoral district as of the 21st day before 

the date of the election. 

(b) If the county clerk determines that an active elector of the electoral district as 

of the 21st day before the date of the election does not receive daily mail service 

from the United States Postal Service, the county clerk shall mail by 

nonforwardable mail an official ballot with a return identification envelope and a 

secrecy envelope to the elector not sooner than the 20th day before the date of an 

election and not later than the 18th day before the date of the election. 

(c) In the case of ballots to be mailed to addresses outside this state to electors 

who are not military or overseas electors, the county clerk may mail the ballots 

not sooner than the 29th day before the date of the election. 

(3) For an election held on the date of a primary election: 
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(a) The county clerk shall mail the official ballot of a major political party to each 

elector who is registered as being affiliated with the major political party as of 

the 21st day before the date of the election. 

(b) The county clerk shall mail the official ballot of a major political party to an 

elector not affiliated with any political party if the elector has applied for the 

ballot as provided in this subsection and that party has provided under ORS 

254.365 for a primary election that admits electors not affiliated with any political 

party. 

(c) An elector not affiliated with any political party who wishes to vote in the 

primary election of a major political party shall apply to the county clerk in 

writing. The application shall indicate which major political party ballot the 

elector wishes to receive. Except for electors described in subsection (4) of this 

section, and subject to ORS 247.203, the application must be received by the 

county clerk not later than 5 p.m. of the 21st day before the date of the election. 

(d) If the primary election ballot includes city, county or nonpartisan offices or 

measures, the county clerk shall mail to each elector who is not eligible to vote 

for party candidates a ballot limited to those offices and measures for which the 

elector is eligible to vote. 

(4) For each elector who updates a voter registration after the deadline in ORS 

247.025, the county clerk shall make the official ballot, the return identification 

envelope and the secrecy envelope available either by mail or at the county 

clerk’s office or at another place designated by the county clerk. An elector to 

whom this subsection applies must request a ballot from the county clerk. 

(5) The ballot shall contain the following warning: Any person who, by use of 

force or other means, unduly influences an elector to vote in any particular 

manner or to refrain from voting is subject to a fine. 

 (6)(a) Upon receipt of any ballot described in this section, the elector shall mark 

the ballot, sign the return identification envelope supplied with the ballot and 

comply with the instructions provided with the ballot. 
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(b) The elector may return the marked ballot to the county clerk by United States 

mail or by depositing the ballot at the office of the county clerk, at any place of 

deposit designated by the county clerk or at any location described in ORS 

254.472 or 254.474. 

(c) The ballot must be returned in the return identification envelope. If the elector 

returns the ballot by mail, the elector must provide the postage. 

(d) Subject to paragraph (e) of this subsection, if a person returns a ballot for an 

elector, the person shall deposit the ballot in a manner described in paragraph (b) 

of this subsection not later than two days after receiving the ballot. 

(e) A ballot must be received at the office of the county clerk, at the designated 

place of deposit or at any location described in ORS 254.472 or 254.474 not later 

than the end of the period determined under subsection (1) of this section on the 

date of the election. 

(7) An elector may obtain a replacement ballot if the ballot is destroyed, spoiled, 

lost or not received by the elector. Replacement ballots shall be issued and 

processed as described in this section and ORS 254.480. The county clerk shall 

keep a record of each replacement ballot provided under this subsection. 

Notwithstanding any deadline for mailing ballots in subsection (2) of this section, 

a replacement ballot may be mailed, made available in the office of the county 

clerk or made available at one central location in the electoral district in which 

the election is conducted. The county clerk shall designate the central location. A 

replacement ballot need not be mailed after the fifth day before the date of the 

election. 

(8) A ballot shall be counted only if: 

(a) It is returned in the return identification envelope; 

(b) The envelope is signed by the elector to whom the ballot is issued; and 

(c) The signature is verified as provided in subsection (9) of this section. 

(9) The county clerk shall verify the signature of each elector on the return 

identification envelope with the signature on the elector_s registration card, 
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according to the procedure provided by rules adopted by the Secretary of State. 

If the county clerk determines that an elector to whom a replacement ballot has 

been issued has voted more than once, the county clerk shall count only one 

ballot cast by that elector. 

(10) At 8 p.m. on election day, electors who are at the county clerk_s office, a 

place of deposit designated under subsection (1) of this section or any location 

described in ORS 254.472 or 254.474 and who are in line waiting to vote or 

deposit a voted ballot shall be considered to have begun the act of voting.  

 

[1981 c.805 §2; 1983 c.199 §2; 1985 c.575 §2; 1987 c.357 §3; 1987 c.733 §7a; 1993 

c.493 §44; 1995 c.607 §43; 1995 c.712 §65; 1995 c.742 §17; 1999 c.410 §57; 1999 c.999 

§54a; 1999 c.1002 §11; 2001 c.104 §79; 2001 c.805 §7; 2001 c.965 §14; 2005 c.797 §47; 

2007 c.71 §78; 2007 c.154 §40a; 2008 c.53 §5; 2009 c.511 §24; 2013 c.520 §18; 2013 

c.617 §3; 2013 c.679 §3] 
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APPENDIX 2 – WASHINGTON STATUTES 

 

Wash. Rev. Code 29A.40.010 Ballots by mail. (Revised Code of Washington (2015 

Edition)) 

 

Each active registered voter of the state, overseas voter, and service voter shall 

automatically be issued a mail ballot for each general election, special election, or 

primary. Overseas voters and service voters are authorized to cast the same 

ballots, including those for special elections, as a registered voter of the state 

would receive under this chapter. Each active registered voter shall continue to 

receive a ballot by mail until the death or disqualification of the voter, 

cancellation of the voter's registration, or placing the voter on inactive status. 

 

Wash. Rev. Code 29A.40.070 Date ballots mailed -- Replacement ballots. (Revised 

Code of Washington (2015 Edition)) 

 

(1) Except where a recount or litigation is pending, the county auditor must mail 

ballots to each voter at least eighteen days before each primary or election, and as 

soon as possible for all subsequent registration changes. 

 

(2) Except where a recount or litigation is pending, the county auditor must mail 

ballots to each service and overseas voter at least thirty days before each special 

election, and at least forty-five days before each primary or general election, or 

any special election that involves federal office. A request for a ballot made by an 

overseas or service voter after that day must be processed immediately. 
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(3) A registered voter may obtain a replacement ballot if the ballot is destroyed, 

spoiled, lost, or not received by the voter. The voter may obtain the ballot by 

telephone request, by mail, electronically, or in person. The county auditor shall 

keep a record of each request for a replacement ballot. 

 

(4) Each county auditor shall certify to the office of the secretary of state the dates 

the ballots were mailed, or the reason and date the ballots will be mailed if the 

ballots were not mailed timely. 

 

(5) Failure to mail ballots as prescribed in this section does not by itself provide a 

basis for an election contest or other legal challenge to the results of a primary, 

general election, or special election. 

 

Wash. Rev. Code 29A.40.110 Processing incoming ballots. (Revised Code of 

Washington (2015 Edition)) 

 

(1) The opening and subsequent processing of return envelopes for any primary 

or election may begin upon receipt. The tabulation of absentee ballots must not 

commence until after 8:00 p.m. on the day of the primary or election. 

 

(2) All received return envelopes must be placed in secure locations from the 

time of delivery to the county auditor until their subsequent opening. After 

opening the return envelopes, the county canvassing board shall place all of the 

ballots in secure storage until processing. Ballots may be taken from the inner 

envelopes and all the normal procedural steps may be performed to prepare 

these ballots for tabulation. 

 

(3) The canvassing board, or its designated representatives, shall examine the 

postmark on the return envelope and signature on the declaration before 
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processing the ballot. The ballot must either be received no later than 8:00 p.m. 

on the day of the primary or election, or must be postmarked no later than the 

day of the primary or election. All personnel assigned to verify signatures must 

receive training on statewide standards for signature verification. Personnel shall 

verify that the voter's signature on the ballot declaration is the same as the 

signature of that voter in the registration files of the county. Verification may be 

conducted by an automated verification system approved by the secretary of 

state. A variation between the signature of the voter on the ballot declaration and 

the signature of that voter in the registration files due to the substitution of 

initials or the use of common nicknames is permitted so long as the surname and 

handwriting are clearly the same. 

 

(4) If the postmark is missing or illegible, the date on the ballot declaration to 

which the voter has attested determines the validity, as to the time of voting, for 

that ballot. For overseas voters and service voters, the date on the declaration to 

which the voter has attested determines the validity, as to the time of voting, for 

that ballot. Any overseas voter or service voter may return the signed declaration 

and voted ballot by fax or e-mail by 8:00 p.m. on the day of the primary or 

election, and the county auditor must use established procedures to maintain the 

secrecy of the ballot. 

 

 

Wash. Rev. Code 29A.04.223 Vote by mail impacts on voters with disabilities -- 

Mitigation -- Advisory committee, plan. (Revised Code of Washington (2015 

Edition)) 

 

 

(1) The legislature finds that the elimination of polling places resulting from the 

transition to vote by mail creates barriers that restrict the ability of many voters 
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with disabilities from achieving the independence and privacy in voting 

provided by the accessible voting devices required under the help America vote 

act. Counties must take appropriate steps to mitigate these impacts and to 

address the obligation to provide voters with disabilities an equal opportunity to 

vote independently and privately, to the extent that this can be achieved without 

incurring undue administrative and financial burden. 

 

(2) Each county shall establish and maintain an advisory committee that includes 

persons with diverse disabilities and persons with expertise in providing 

accommodations for persons with disabilities. The committee shall assist election 

officials in developing a plan to identify and implement changes to improve the 

accessibility of elections for voters with disabilities. The plan shall include 

recommendations for the following: 

 

(a) The number of voting centers that will be maintained in order to ensure that 

people with disabilities have reasonable access to accessible voting devices, and a 

written explanation for how the determination was made; 

 

(b) The locations of ballot drop-off facilities, voting centers, and other election-

related functions necessary to maximize accessibility to persons with disabilities; 

 

(c) Outreach to voters with disabilities on the availability of disability 

accommodation, including in-person disability access voting; 

 

(d) Transportation of voting devices to locations convenient for voters with 

disabilities in order to ensure reasonable access for voters with disabilities; and 

 

(e) Implementation of the provisions of the help America vote act related to 

persons with disabilities. 
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Counties must update the plan at least annually. The election review staff of the 

secretary of state shall review and evaluate the plan in conformance with the 

review procedure identified in RCW 29A.04.570. 

 

(3) Counties may form a joint advisory committee to develop the plan identified 

in subsection (2) of this section if no more than one of the participating counties 

has a population greater than seventy thousand. 

 

 

 


