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Letters

Computers and the election process

Regarding “Making Votes Count” (SN:
10/30/93, p.282), I'd like to share my experience
in the 1992 national election.

In Prince George'’s County, Maryland, the
accountability requirement is satisfied by issu-
ing each voter a computer-printed “white
card.” The card is handed to an election moni-
tor as the voter enters the voting booth. Voters
have four options for registering party affilia-
tion: republican, democratic, libertarian, or
none. Because of a computer error, white cards
were never printed for libertarians!

While everyone else picked up his or her
card, verified his or her identity, signed the
registration book, and voted, registered liber-
tarians were shunted to the side to have their
eligibility individually verified through a se-
quence of telephone calls to the central rec-
ords office and to have a white card impro-
vised. This seems to have added 30 to 60
minutes to the time required for any liber-
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tarian to vote — for those with the patience
to carry it through.

The “failure” was obvious in this case, and
those responsible have been appropriately
apologetic. But it should serve as a warning
to those who introduce computers into the
election process. Just as fraud may be less
apparent in local elections, it may also subtly
discriminate against minority populations.

Charles Dorcey
College Park, Md.

In November 1984, our county computer
folks loaded the wrong version of the election
program when they went to count the ballots.
As a matter of course, our county sends a batch
of voting cards to the neighboring county for a
double check. The tallies didn’t match. When
our county reloaded the program and re-
checked the ballots, the numbers came out a
whole lot different.

Nobody could figure out what was going on
atthe time, so the big loser in the recount hired
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me. As part of this exercise, I got hold of the
code and learned a lot of things I wish | hadn't.

The vote count is really in the hands of the
folks who supply the code. The code I in-
spected was the very epitome of “spaghetti
code” and had several hooks in it for stopping
the count, modifying the count, and generally
making the outcome anything you want. A
knowledgeable programmer could insert one
prepunched card (instead of his own ballot,
perhaps) and zero the count at that point.

In our case, the error in the count was
honest. But that such an error could be made at
all leaves one with uneasy feelings.

The sad thing is that no matter how many
times you, | and the New York Times (7/29/85,
p.1) raise this issue, everybody (including
our county) is still using these programs. It is
sobering to learn that in 1984, 60 percent of
all voting machines in the United States were
being supplied by software from one company.

Emily Johnston
Westminster, Md.
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