Integrity of Voting Machines Questioned

by Rick Hepp - Star-Ledger Staff

SCI criticizes no-bid purchasing by counties
New Jersey’s 10,000 electronic voting machines may be open to manipulation and abuse because of how they were purchased and tested, a State Commission of Investigation report issued yesterday warned.

The agency found “no specific improprieties” related to the purchase of the machines by the state’s 21 counties after investigat ing allegations of malfeasance in vendor selection.

But it identified “several critical areas” where the integrity of the voting system could be threatened, including the use of no-bid contracts by counties to purchase the machines and a reliance on independent testing companies that are funded by the machine’s manufacturers.

In order for voters to “have complete confidence that the state’s voting system is secure and reliable,” the SCI recommended a change in New Jersey’s voting laws to require the state to oversee voting machine purchases through competitive bidding.

Such a move would also ensure the machines comply with state and federal election laws, the report said. The SCI also recommended that New Jersey either fund independent testing of machines or rely on the expertise of the state’s public research universities.

David Wald, spokesman for the state Attorney General’s Office, which oversees New Jersey elections, agreed with many of the report’s findings.

“Under current law, the voting machines are purchased by the counties, and indeed they are exempt from bidding and advertising,” Wald said. “We agree that machines should be bought by competitive bidding. We think the law should be changed.”

But he stressed that the integrity of the vote has not been compromised. “Electronic machines were certified by independent testing agencies that were certified by the federal Election Assistance Commission and they were further certified by the (state) Voting Machine Examination Committee,” Wald said.

Voting-rights advocates, however, point out that the independent lab that tested most of the state’s machines was decertified last year by the Election Assistance Commission. And, they say, the state committee is staffed by volunteers who lack computer expertise.

“It shows a complete overhaul of the voting system is needed in this state,” said Rutgers law profes sor Penny Venetis, who represents activists trying to persuade a Superior Court judge to scrap the electronic machines. “These very glaring holes are open for everyone to see.”

Wald said the testing lab was certified when it did the test for New Jersey, and that the New Jersey Institute of Technology also conducts limited tests of electronic voting machines.

The SCI report comes on the heels of the attorney general’s request to extend a January deadline by six months for installing printers on the state’s electronic voting machines because the technology is not yet approved and available for installation.

The use of printers was mandated by a 2005 law so voters can view printouts to ensure their electronic ballots are recorded accurately, and the printouts would be used for recounts.
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