Kentucky Election Night Talley System

Executive Summary

The massive confusion and misreporting of election results in the 2000 Presidential election amply illustrate the need for fast but accurate reporting of election results. The proper reporting of unofficial election results has long been a priority in Kentucky. Kentucky’s Election Night Tally (ENT) System for counties to enter their election results was implemented in 1986, placed on our website for public access in 1995 and overhauled in 2002. The ENT system provides an efficient compilation of statewide election results directly from the persons who are statutorily charged with conducting elections, which aids both the State Board of Elections and the public. 

The State Board of Elections, an independent agency, administers the Commonwealth’s election laws, promulgates administrative regulations necessary to properly carry out its duties, supervises the registration and purgation of voters, appoints the political party representatives to the 120 county boards of elections, and certifies the official election results. 

In the past, getting to election results was a cumbersome, slow process with a complicated user interface. Now you simply launch your Web browser, go to the Board of Elections Web site , click on  the Election Night Tally icon, and you are instantly presented with a rich, graphical Web site that is very easy to navigate. 

This site offers a color-coded map that defines each Congressional District and allows easy access to the election results. Any statewide race can effortlessly be viewed and votes summarized by county or for the entire state. In addition to candidate votes, the user can view the number of registered voters in the state or in the county, number of counties reporting, and the number of precincts reporting. 
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Description of Project  (including length of time in operation)

In brief, Kentucky’s  Election Night Tally  System for counties to enter their election results was implemented in 1986, placed on our website for public access in 1995 and overhauled in 2002. However, to fully understand why Kentucky has a centralized Election Night Tally reporting system in place, one must understand the background and technology that allows the reporting system to be in place. 

In 1973 Kentucky became the fourth state to implement a centralized statewide voter registration database, which operates on a mainframe system. The legislation required everyone to re-register to vote in order to assure we started with a clean voter registration database. The county clerks (local election officials) would register voters, mail copies of the cards to the State Board of Elections for data entry, and then receive an activity report back from the State Board of Elections. 

In 1985 the State Board of Elections realized Kentucky needed a quicker, more efficient process for registering voters. We were able to utilize existing hardware and communications infrastructure, provided by another state agency, to develop a “real time” “on-line” mainframe-based system so that each county clerk could take over all data entry for their own county.  This project was so successful in improving election administration that, in 1986, the Board added the  Election Night Tally System component, which allowed counties to enter unofficial election results by candidate into a mainframe-based system running on the same infrastructure.  Allowing the county clerks to enter their unofficial election results into one tabulating system provided the Board and journalists with a one-stop location for statewide results that came direct from the official source rather than through an intermediary. 

In 1995 with the rising popularity of the Internet, the State Board of Elections chose to place a link to the Election Night Tally system on our web page to allow the public access to the system. Previously, the system was limited to the Board, counties and journalists.  The public was required to download a telnet emulator onto their personal computer in order to access the mainframe-based tally system.  This process was confusing and quite cumbersome.  

In 2002 the Board searched for an up-to-date, leading-edge tool to give the public and journalists a more user-friendly view of statewide election results.  The result was a web-based Election Night Tally system for the public utilizing the latest in Enterprise Java technology running on IBM’s WebSphere Application Server for the Mainframe. The system is a reconfiguration of the data on our mainframe Election Night Tally system used by the counties, with several new features added. They include user-friendly features like color-coded maps, ranking systems, and access to voter registration statistics. The system is viewable without the graphics for those individuals who have downloading difficulties or those with disabilities. Except for changes made in the layout of the page, response time upgrades and other minute changes, the system remains virtually the same. 

Significance to the improvement of the operation of government

The massive confusion and misreporting of  election results in the 2000 Presidential election amply  illustrate the need for fast but accurate  reporting of election results. The proper reporting of unofficial election results has long been a priority in Kentucky. Kentucky’s  Election Night Tally (ENT) System for counties to enter their election results was implemented in 1986, placed on our website for public access in 1995 and overhauled in 2002. The ENT system provides an efficient compilation of statewide election results directly from the persons who are statutorily charged with conducting elections, which aids both the State Board of Elections and the public.  

Invariably on election night,  the county clerk, State Board of Elections and the Secretary of State’s office receive numerous calls from concerned citizens, political parties and even candidates inquiring on the election results. In order to reduce these calls and  improve the accuracy of data being reported, the Election Night Tally system was created and then placed on the web. 

Benefits realized by service recipients, taxpayers, agency or state

The Election Night Tally System provides an official state portal in which everyone may access one database to gather election results from all 120 of Kentucky’s counties.  The data is the unofficial results from each county for all candidates and races that run in multiple counties or statewide. 

The first Election Night Tally system placed on our website in 1995 was difficult to use for two main reasons. First, a user had to download a telnet emulator to their computer and know how to use it. Second, a user had to have some knowledge of how to navigate the command line interface of a mainframe application. Most citizens found the entire experience intimidating. Therefore, only journalists and others who had a business need to report unofficial election results as they were tallied were courageous enough to use the system. 

The current  Election Night Tally system placed on our website before each election is intuitive and accessible to everyone who wishes to see Kentucky election results.   Users simply launch their web browser, go to the State Board  of Elections’ web site and click on the Election Night Tally icon. The site offers a color-coded map that defines each Congressional District and allows easy access to the election results. Statewide races can be viewed, with votes summarized by county or for the entire state. In addition to candidate votes, the user can view the number of registered voters in the state or in the county, and  number of precincts reporting. 
Return on investment, short-term/long-term payback (including summary calculations)

The overwhelming desire of the public to know the results of an election must be countered with the need for accurate results of an election in an understandable format. The previous sentence provided the mission statement for our  current Public Election Night Tally System.  The State Board of Elections consulted with the Governor’s Office for Technology, county clerks, journalists and members of the public to develop the system.  

The system was completed in five months and used for the first time in the May 2002 Primary election.  The application was built in-house for under $100,000 by leveraging application software and hardware requirements against development tools and hosting services already licensed by the Commonwealth. The system was able to handle at least 1000 concurrent users with a page download time of under one minute.  We received rave reviews from candidates, journalists and the public for providing an intuitive one stop site for election results from all 120 Kentucky Counties. The system was used in the 2002 general election and in both elections in 2003.   The number of users increases with each election. 

The 2003 general election, which contained the gubernatorial  and constitutional officers’ races only,  proved the immense popularity of our system. Our site logged approximately 250,000 Election Night Tally website-related CICS transactions between 6:00 p.m. (poll closing time) and 10:00 p.m. This averages out to around 17 transactions per second for the 4-hour period (although the majority of the transactions occurred during the first 2-hour period) This amount of traffic caused the BSYS region of the mainframe to be at 100% of utilization for close to 3 hours. In essence, because of the popularity of our Election Night Tally system we consumed a majority of the Commonwealth’s mainframe resources during the evening of the 2003 general election.  We continue to improve the performance of this new system and look forward to seeing how many visitors we will have for Kentucky’s May 18, 2004 primary election. 

