State of Rhode Island
Department of State | Office of the Secretary of State

Nellie M. Gorbea, Secretary of State

HOopPE

July 14, 2020

The Honorable Robert E. Craven, Sr., Chairman
House Committee on Judiciary

State House

Providence, Rl 02903

Dear Chairman Craven:

I am writing in support of House bill 7200 Substitute A that proposes revisions to our elections
process this year to address the unique circumstances presented by the coronavirus. This
legislation incorporates many provisions that | put forward earlier to ensure the health and
safety of our voters and poll workers as we approach the September and November elections.

The revised version of House bill 7200 simplifies the process to allow voters to cast ballots from
the safety of their homes. Over 80 percent of Rhode Islanders chose to vote by mail in June.
Our data shows that nearly all of our older generations who voted in June, voted safely by
mail. The favorable response to mail ballots helped lessen the burden for cities and towns and
polling place operations on Election Day. Despite this, local boards of canvassers still found it
difficult to recruit poll workers and locations suitable for the safety procedures required for in-
person voting. Nonetheless, the revised procedures of the June 2" Presidential Primary also
helped us continue the downward trajectory of positive coronavirus cases.

The state’s election cycle timeline is extremely tight and every day that passes makes it more
difficult to address the changes we must make to ensure the safety of voters and security of our
elections. This bill makes revisions to our election laws, for this year only, that allows voting to
be distributed more safely through mail, early in-person and on Election Day.

Additionally, I strongly support removing the barrier of requiring a notary or two witnesses on
the voter’s Mail Ballot Certificate. Rhode Island is among a small minority of states that require
such a process for a voter to cast a ballot by mail. | believe requiring a witness or notary actually
leads to more opportunities for voter interference with mail ballots as it requires a person or
persons to be with the voter to finalize their ballot. Interestingly, last month North Carolina’s
legislature enacted legislation to reduce their witness requirement from two to one. Rhode
Island is now alone with Alabama as the only states that require two witnesses for a voter to



submit a mail ballot, according to the National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL). In
fact, only ten states even require a witness or notary with the return of a mail ballot.

This proposal would waive the requirement for the 2020 elections and require the verification
of signatures, a process used in most states to verify voter identity. This is a more effective
means of ensuring the integrity of elections. It also eliminates the need for voters to require
assistance from others to cast their ballot by mail.

| also support the centralization of ballot application processing. This will allow for a
streamlined mechanism to ensure the timely processing of applications so ballots can be sent to
voters in time to be returned by Election Day. While my office does not process applications,
we have been working with the Board of Elections and local boards of canvassers to develop a
centralized processing system to handle the expected increased volume of applications and
ballots.

Lastly, secure drop boxes located in cities and towns across the state will provide voters with
locations to deliver their mail ballots should they not want to place them in the mail. The drop
boxes proved successful for the June 2" primary and | think will be very helpful for voters in
September and November. | know the Board of Elections has already begun to identify vendors
to provide drop boxes in communities.

Across the country states are taking action to ensure their voters can safely cast ballots this
year. Among the recent steps legislatures and election officials across the country have taken to
protect the right to vote and the health of their citizens are the following:

e Massachusetts passed legislation that requires the Secretary of State to send mail ballot
applications to all registered voters.

e Vermont passed legislation allowing for mail ballots to be sent to all voters given the
unique public health circumstances this year.

e Delaware passed legislation allowing for mail ballot applications to be mailed to all
registered voters.

e California will be mailing all voters a ballot for their November election.

e |llinois enacted legislation to require mail ballot applications be sent to any voter who
voted in the last three years.

e Missouri passed legislation allowing any registered voter to vote by mail in the 2020
elections.

e Michigan’s Secretary of State announced that she will be sending all voters mail ballot
applications for the primary and general elections in 2020.

e The Wisconsin Election Commission announced it will be sending mail ballot
applications to all registered voters for the November election.

These are unprecedented times. We must look no further than how you have conducted your
respective sessions to protect the health of your members to see this. It is critical that we take



the same precautions to provide our constituents, many of whom are vulnerable to this virus,
an opportunity to exercise their constitutional right to vote safely and securely.

House bill 7200 Substitute A takes critical steps to ensure Rhode Islanders can safely exercise
their right to vote. Voters in June overwhelmingly supported casting ballots in advance of
Election Day from their homes. As Secretary of State it is my responsibility to ensure voters
have access to safe and healthy voting options. As our elected legislative representatives, |
believe you have a similar duty. | ask you to approve House bill 7200 Substitute A so that we
can ensure Rhode Island voters are able to vote safely and securely in September and
November.

Sincerely,

Nellie M. Gorbea
Secretary of State

cc. House Judiciary Committee members



