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Official ballots missing in action
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Sixty-nine of Nebraska's 93 counties were without official election ballots Wednesday, even though voting began Monday
through the state’s early voting program.

Voters are using copies of ballots that will be recorded later.

The supplier of those ballots, Omaha-based Election Systems & Software, is still printing the county ballots, said Jill Friedman-
Wilson, a company spokeswoman for ES&S in St. Louis.

ES&S regrets the delay, Friedman-Wilson said, adding that all ballots will be ready by April 14 at the latest.

Pouglas and Lancaster Counties print their own early ballots and aren't affected. For both counties, ES&S will print the ballots
used at polling places on Election Day.

A new type of ballot is necessary to comply with a federal law, the Help America Vote Act. A portion of the law took effect Jan.
1, requiring local governments that use paper ballots to use a standardized form that can be read by an optical scanner.

Voters in the counties without the official ballots can still vote. Election officials can make paper copies of corrected ballot
proofs. Votes cast on those copies will then be transferred to permanent ballots on the day of the primary election, May 9,
officials said.

Cnly one of the 70 counties that ES&S is providing baliots for in Nebraska - Cedar County - had its official ballots as of
Wednesday, said Rob Palmer, a company spokesman in Omaha.

Counties without official ballots include Washington, Hall, Buffalo, Kimball, Scotts Bluff, Adams, Gage and Sarpy.

Election officials in those counties said early voting usually doesn't pick up until closer to Election Day. On the first day of
voting Monday, only one of those counties - Sarpy - had an early voter.

Buffalo County Election Commissioner Glenda Debrie said the lack of official ballots is inconvenient, but she understands the
reason for the delay.

"The bugs need to be worked out, and we're all doing the best we can," Debrie said.
ES&S, which is partly owned by The World-Herald, contracted individually with the 70 Nebraska counties, Palmer said.

Most of Nebraska's ballots are being printed at the company's plants in the state. Palmer said the company also has a major
printing operation in Birmingham, Ala., and printers in other states.

Friedman-Wilson said the ballots weren't ready on time because of new state requirements resulting from the federal act. Also
contributing to the delay was the fact that ES&S employees were learning to use new computer software intended to
streamline ballot production, Palmer said.

More than 30 million U.S. voters will be casting ballots on new voting systems this year because of the federal act.

With the optical-scan systems, voters make their choices by filling in circles with a pencil mark on paper ballots. Those ballots
are then fed through an optical scanner that reads the marks and records the votes. Some counties, such as Douglas and
Lancaster, already have such systems.
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ES&S has contracts this year to print ballots and provide voting equipment in 46 states, Palmer said.

Problems with the company's services, such as faulty equipment and delays in printing ballots, have been reported in Chio,
Pennsylvania, North Carolina, Texas, Florida and California.

Friedman-Wilson said the federal act has caused "an unprecedented and challenging year for election system vendors and our
county partners.”
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