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Executive Summary
The Florida Department of State submits this report on behalf of the Military and Overseas Voting
Assistance Task Force (Task Force). The Florida Legislature established the eleven‐member Task Force
during the 2016 Legislative Session. On April 15, 2016, Governor Rick Scott signed the bill into law. (See
Appendix A for Chapter 2016‐242, Laws of Florida; House Bill 429/Senate Bill 184).
The Task Force is charged with studying the issues involving the development and implementation of an
online voting system that would allow absent uniformed services voters who are overseas to
electronically submit voted ballots. More specifically, the Task Force is to study, at a minimum:







Any factor that limits the ability of absent uniformed services voters who are overseas to
request, receive, and return [vote‐by‐mail] ballots within the current statutory time period
for [vote‐by‐mail] ballots.
The costs associated with the development and implementation of an online voting system.
The feasibility of absent uniformed services voters who are overseas using an online voting
system to electronically submit a voted ballot.
The security of electronically submitting a voted ballot through an online voting system.
Procedures adopted by other states to facilitate greater electoral participation among
absent uniformed services voters who are overseas.

The law requires the Task Force to submit a report, including its recommendations, to the Governor,
the Senate President, and the Speaker of the House of Representatives by July 1, 2017. The
recommendations must address whether the state should pursue the development and
implementation of an online voting system for overseas uniformed services voters and if so, the
recommended steps for developing and implementing such a system.
The Task Force convened a full‐day, publicly noticed, open meeting in Tallahassee, Florida, on June
5, 2017, to discuss its charge and the specified issues, and formalize its recommendations. No public
comments were received prior to or at the meeting. The Task Force expires upon submission of its
report.
The Task Force recognizes that overseas uniformed services voters encounter unique obstacles
while exercising their right to vote, particularly with the return of the voted ballot. However, the
Task Force does not recommend, at this time, that the State of Florida develop and implement an
online voting system due to the formidable challenges associated with establishing this new type of
system, such as ballot integrity, security, technology, privacy, and cost. Nevertheless, a number of
opportunities are available to leverage existing technological infrastructures, including the military’s
secure email service and strong authentication using military‐issued Common Access Cards, and to
enhance and expand upon current procedures to facilitate voting for overseas uniformed services
voters. The Task Force recommends exploring these opportunities through working groups,
rulemaking, and/or pilot programs. Additionally, the Task Force recommends forging a new
partnership with state and local election officials, state technology officials, military advisors,
Department of Defense personnel and other stakeholders. This partnership will be key to realizing
these and other opportunities to enhance voting access for overseas uniformed services members.
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Background
Military and Overseas Voters
Voting‐by‐mail (formerly referred to as absentee voting) arose historically from the needs of military and
overseas voters. The first widespread use of voting‐by‐mail in the United States occurred during the Civil
War. By 1917, Florida enacted its first voting‐by‐mail laws to enable soldiers serving overseas in the First
World War to cast ballots. To ensure equal opportunity and uniformity across the United States,
Congress enacted the Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act of 1986 (UOCAVA).
UOCAVA required all states to allow military and overseas citizens to vote‐by‐mail in federal elections.
A 2009 study produced by the Pew Center for the States, No Time to Vote – Challenges Facing America’s
Overseas Military Voters, concluded that despite the provisions of UOCAVA, one third of states still did
not provide enough time for absent military and overseas civilian voters to receive, vote, and return a
ballot to be counted in an election.1 In response, Congress passed the Military and Overseas Voter
Empowerment Act of 2009 (MOVE Act), a part of which amended UOCAVA and required states to send
vote‐by‐mail ballots to UOCAVA voters at least 45 days before an election.2
In recent decades, an increasing number of states have expanded their voting options, providing more
voters with the option to vote‐by‐mail, as well as removing requirements such as having a written
witness to the signature on the ballot and having an excuse for being away from the poll on Election Day
to be able to vote‐by‐mail. Under UOCAVA, all states must provide blank ballots to UOCAVA voters by
some sort of electronic means, such as fax, email, or other online delivery system. Furthermore, thirty‐
two states and the District of Columbia provide UOCAVA voters with the option to return vote‐by‐mail
ballots by electronic means, such as fax, email, or web‐portal. (See Appendix B, Electronic Ballot Return
Methods by State, National Council of State Legislatures). The web‐portals allow a voter to print, scan,
and upload a voted ballot image to the portal, transmitting the completed ballot to the local election
official.

Florida Statutory Overview
Voting‐by‐mail refers to voting a ballot received by mail or picked up by a voter or designee for a voter
who is unable or unwilling to go to the polls to vote during early voting or on Election Day. Since 2002, a
voter does not have to be absent from the county of residence or otherwise have an excuse in order to
request and obtain a vote‐by‐mail ballot (except on Election Day itself). A request covers all elections
through the end of the calendar year for the second ensuing regularly scheduled general election. To
receive a vote‐by‐mail ballot, the voter or authorized person must contact his or her county Supervisor
of Elections.

1

Florida was not one of those states.
Florida was already statutorily complying with state law to send ballots by the 45‐day deadline to absent
stateside and overseas military and overseas civilians.

2
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For UOCAVA voters who have ballot requests on file, both federal and state law requires the ballots to
be sent out no later than 45 days prior to an election. Federal and state law also include several other
provisions that facilitate the receipt and return of ballots from UOCAVA voters:


UOCAVA voters can register to vote and request a vote‐by‐mail ballot at the same time using a
Federal Post Card Application. Non‐UOCAVA voters can request a vote‐by‐mail ballot only after
having become registered to vote, and must do so in two separate steps.



The Department has adopted Rule 1S.2.030, Florida Administrative Code3, which allows for
ballots to be sent to UOCAVA voters via fax or email. The rule allows for the return of a voted
ballot by mail or via fax from overseas voters. Section 101.697, Florida Statutes, authorizes the
Department of State to determine whether secure electronic means can be established for
receiving ballots from overseas voters.



If UOCAVA voters have requested but have not received their vote‐by‐mail ballots, they can use
the Federal Write‐In Absentee Ballot (FWAB), a generic emergency back‐up ballot available
online through a number of websites, including those of the Department of State and the U.S.
Department of Defense’s Federal Voting Assistance Program. This ballot can also be similarly
returned via fax by overseas voters only.



For a ballot request not previously submitted in time for the UOCAVA mail out, a request to mail
the ballot must be received no later than 6 days before an election. However, the UOCAVA
voter, unlike the domestic voter, can request a blank ballot to be emailed or faxed up to and
including on election day. In presidential preference primary, special primary, general, and
special elections, an overseas voter’s vote‐by‐mail ballot postmarked or dated by Election Day is
counted if returned and received up to 10 days after Election Day. Absent this exception, the
deadline for return and receipt is 7:00 pm on Election Day in the county jurisdiction in which the
voter is registered.

For domestic vote‐by‐mail voters, the Supervisors of Elections mail out ballots to domestic voters (who
have requests on file) during a 7‐day window (35th through the 28th day before an election). For a
domestic voter’s ballot request not previously submitted in time, the request must be received no later
than 6 days before an election. Requested ballots can be mailed out up to the 4th day before an
election. In order for a vote‐by‐mail ballot to be counted, it must be returned and received by the
Supervisor of Elections office by 7:00 pm on Election Day in the county jurisdiction in which the voter is
registered.

Statistical Data
A review of statistical data indicates that in comparison to domestic vote‐by‐mail voters, UOCAVA voters
have a lower participation rate. For the 2014 and 2016 general elections, participation rates for all
registered voters averaged 62.91 percent compared to an average of 33.82 percent for UOCAVA voters,
regardless of age.
Additionally, for those UOCAVA voters who did cast a ballot, the rejection rate was slightly more than
for domestic voters. For the 2014 and 2016 general elections the ballot rejection rate for UOCAVA
voters averaged a little more than three percent while domestic vote‐by‐mail ballots were rejected
3

Section 101.697, Florida Statutes, authorizes the Department of State to determine whether secure electronic
means can be established for receiving ballots from overseas voters.
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slightly less than one percent of the time. The most commonly reported reasons for UOCAVA ballot
rejection are that the ballot was received after the deadline, or that there were issues with the voter’s
signature on the voter’s certificate accompanying the ballot. Although these issues also affect domestic
voters, UOCAVA voters face greater challenges due to long distance, geography, local postal and
communications infrastructures, and access to technology, especially for overseas uniformed services
voters in remote locations that may be impeded by timely receipt and return of the ballot or correction
of issues such as missing or mismatched signatures. The Task Force acknowledged the need for further
studies that can capture more specific data and allow more comparative analysis. (See Appendix C,
Statistical Data – UOCAVA Voting vs. Domestic Voting ‐ Extracted data from U.S. Election Assistance
Commission’s Election Administration and Voting Surveys for 2014 and 2016.)

Chapter 2016‐242, Laws of Florida
The Florida Legislature established the Military and Overseas Voting Assistance Task Force (Task Force)
during the 2016 Legislative Session. On April 15, 2016, Governor Rick Scott signed the bill into law. (See
Appendix A for Chapter 2016‐242, Laws of Florida). Section 9 of the law specifically created and solely
pertained to the Task Force. The Task Force’s charge was to study issues involving the development and
implementation of an online voting system that would allow absent uniformed services voters who are
overseas to electronically submit voted ballots.
The following sections will describe in greater detail the responsibilities and composition of the Task
Force as provided by the law, the process followed by the Task Force members to reach their
recommendations, and the recommendations themselves.

The Military and Overseas Voting
Assistance Task Force
Responsibilities
Pursuant to section 9 of Chapter 2016‐242, Laws of Florida, the Task Force was charged with studying
and reporting on the following issues, at a minimum:







Any factor that limits the ability of absent uniformed services voters who are overseas to
request, receive, and return [vote‐by‐mail] ballots within the current statutory time period for
casting [vote‐by‐mail] ballots.
The costs associated with the development and implementation of an online voting system.
The feasibility of absent uniformed services voters who are overseas using an online voting
system to electronically submit a voted ballot.
The security of electronically submitting a voted ballot through an online voting system.
Procedures adopted by other states to facilitate greater electoral participation among absent
uniformed services voters who are overseas.
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Membership
The Task Force was composed of eleven members. Each member was designated or appointed by an
authority prescribed by the law. Task Force members and their appointing officials included:

Member

Description

Ms. Maria Matthews, Esq.

Undesignated

Director, Florida Department of
State, Division of Elections; Task
Force Chair
83rd Troop Command,
Florida National Guard
Executive Director, Agency for State
Technology; Interim State Chief
Information Officer;
Florida Senator

Undesignated

Florida Representative

Hon. Paul Lux

Supervisor of Elections, Okaloosa
County

Hon. Mike Hogan

Supervisor of Elections, Duval
County

Hon. David Stafford

Supervisor of Elections, Escambia
County

Mr. Jared Marcotte

Custom Web Developer, Interface
Designer and IT strategist

Designee of Adjutant General
Michael Calhoun
Designee of Executive Director
of the Agency for State
Technology Eric Larson
Appointee of Senate President
Joe Negron
Appointee of House of
Representatives Speaker
Richard Corcoran
Appointee of Florida State
Association of Supervisors of
Elections President Chris
Chambless
Appointee of Florida State
Association of Supervisors of
Elections President Chris
Chambless
Appointee of Florida State
Association of Supervisors of
Elections President Chris
Chambless
Appointee of Secretary of State
Ken Detzner

Ms. Samantha Walker

Technical, Research, and
Management Expert

Appointee of Secretary of State
Ken Detzner

Ms. Linda Hastings‐Ard

Chief, Florida Department of State,
Division of Elections, Bureau of
Voting Systems Certification

Appointee of Secretary of State
Ken Detzner

Lt. Col. William Stanton
Mr. Eric Larson

Appointing
Official/Organization
Designee of Secretary of State
Ken Detzner

Public Meetings
The Department of State, Division of Elections staff facilitated one full‐day, publicly noticed, open
meeting in Tallahassee, Florida on June 5, 2017 where Maria Matthews, Director of the Department of
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State’s Division of Elections, served as the designated chair for the meeting. (See Appendix D for Task
Force Meeting Agenda and Appendix E for Task Force Meeting Sign‐in Sheets). A packet of materials was
provided for review advance of the meeting.
At the meeting, Department of State staff provided a presentation before the Task Force to include:






A brief history of vote‐by‐mail voting,
An overview of federal and Florida laws regarding voting‐by‐mail for absent uniformed services
and overseas voters,
A statistical analysis of data extracted from 2014 and 2016 U.S. Election Assistance
Commission’s Election Administration and Voting Surveys as specifically related to the issue of
vote‐by‐mail ballots for absent uniformed services and overseas voters, and
A summary of electronic ballot availability and return options in other states.

Further presentations were provided on the topics of the 2008 Okaloosa County Distance Balloting
Project; 2014 Virginia Department of Elections SB 11 Workgroup Report; 2015 Review of the Federal
Voting Assistance Program’s Work Related to Electronic Voting; and 2016 Council of State Government’s
Overseas Voting – Strategies for Engaging Every Voter, Overseas Voting Initiative Policy
Recommendations Report. (See Appendix F for Presentations).
During and after the presentations, Task Force members discussed the various issues they were
mandated to study. The following key points were identified:


Challenges in the return of the voted ballot. While Florida provides overseas uniformed services
voters with multiple options for requesting and receiving a vote‐by‐mail ballot, either in a
physical or electronic format, the primary challenge is the return of the voted ballot.
Contributing factors include, distance, geography, communications and postal infrastructures,
and access to necessary technology or equipment. It was also noted that overseas uniformed
services voters tend to be considerably younger than the average population and lower voter
turnout has been correlated with younger voters overall.



Technical and procedural challenges to online voting. The public is increasingly accustomed to
advanced technologies and use of the Internet to communicate and conduct everyday social,
personal and professional activities, including sensitive or personal matters such as online
banking. The seamless and real‐time access facilitates participation. However, the act of voting
presents a unique set of challenges. The Task Force identified three key factors that amplify the
complexity of developing and implementing an online voting system in comparison to other
online systems and activities:
o
o
o

Secrecy of the ballot
Authentication of the voter
Security
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Section 101.041, Florida Statutes,4 (and Art. VI, § 1, Florida Constitution) requires a vote by
secret ballot. Current procedures and infrastructure are designed to preserve and maintain this
secrecy. Any online voting system would have to be able to authenticate the voter to ensure he
or she is eligible to vote in the election, capture the voter’s vote, record the voter’s voting
history, and prevent duplicate voting. To ensure the secrecy of the ballot, the system must be
able to disassociate who the voter is from how the voter voted on a ballot. Once a voter votes
and casts his or her ballot, the act of voting is complete and cannot be undone unlike many
online transactions. Additionally, while users of the Internet such as financial institutions,
inherently share an interest in preventing or mitigating fraud, the mere perception of a threat or
fraud in the electoral process can seriously undermine or erode public confidence. General
consensus is that significant security concerns still underlay current technologies. Any online
system would have to incorporate complex layers of authentication and voting protocols to
ensure security but not at the cost of accessibility and participation.


Costs of an online voting system. Limited information is available on the cost for the
development, implementation, and maintenance of an online voting system and would depend
on the functionalities of the system. In 2015, based on a similar study and task force, the Virginia
Department of Elections estimated the cost to develop a fully online voting system for total
stand‐up solution at $2,249,977.08 and an annual cost of $849,977.08 for maintaining the
system. The first year cost per voted ballot was estimated to be $1,549.98 with a reduction to
$424.99 per voter for each year thereafter.



Opportunities to leverage existing infrastructures and methodologies. Opportunities outside of
an online voting system exist for improved voting access by using advanced technologies,
available resources and current infrastructures. Florida currently allows UOCAVA voters
overseas to return a voted ballot via fax. Building on this existing framework, it may be possible
to provide additional electronic return options of a similar nature, such as email return or
upload to a web portal. Additionally, the military uses numerous safeguards to control access to
sensitive information and to authenticate users. Secure .mil email addresses and servers or
Common Access Cards may prove to a be a viable way to facilitate enhanced electronic return
options for ballots from overseas uniformed services voters with significantly less risks than are
associated with online voting.

Public Input
The Task Force meeting was publicly noticed in the Florida Administrative Register, and open to the
public. Members of the public wishing to speak to or provide recommendations to the Military and
Overseas Voting Assistance Task Force had two methods by which to do so. First, the public could send
written communications to the Task Force, by either email or traditional letter; no written public

4

Although overseas unformed services voters can return a voted ballot via fax, a voter waives his or her right to
secrecy to do so.
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comments were received. Second, members of the public were given the opportunity to speak directly
to the Task Force at its June 5th meeting; no members of the public elected to do so.

Recommendation
The Military and Overseas Voting Assistance Task Force recognizes that overseas uniformed services
voters encounter unique obstacles when exercising their right to vote particularly with the return of the
voted ballot. However, the Task Force does not recommend, at this time, that the State of Florida
develop and implement an online voting system due to the formidable challenges associated with
establishing this new type of system, such as ballot integrity, security, technology, privacy, and cost.
Nevertheless, a number of opportunities are available to leverage existing technological infrastructures,
including the military’s secure email service and strong authentication using military‐issued Common
Access Cards, and to enhance and expand upon current procedures to facilitate voting for overseas
uniformed services voters. The Task Force recommends exploring these opportunities through working
groups, rulemaking, and/or pilot programs. Additionally, the Task Force recommends forging a new
partnership with state and local election officials, state technology officials, military advisors,
Department of Defense personnel and other stakeholders. This partnership will be key to realizing these
and other opportunities to enhance voting access for overseas uniformed services members.
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Appendix B: Electronic Ballot Return
Methods by State
(Source: National Council of State Legislatures)

Return Method
STATE*

Who Can Use?

EMAIL FAX WEB PORTAL** All UOCAVA Emergency UOCVAVA Sub‐Class Voters with Disability

Alabama

●

Alaska

●

●

Arizona

●

●

California

●

●
●
●
●

Colorado

●

●

Delaware

●

●

●

D.C.

●

●

●

●

●

Florida
Hawaii

●

Idaho

●

Indiana

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Iowa

●

●

Kansas

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Louisiana
Maine

●

●
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Massachusetts

●

●

●

Mississippi

●

●

●

Missouri

●

●

Montana

●

●

●

Nebraska

●

●

●

Nevada

●

●

●

New Jersey

●

●

●

New Mexico

●

●

●

North Carolina

●

●

●

●

North Dakota

●

Oklahoma

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Oregon

●

Rhode Island
South Carolina

●

Texas

●

●

●

●

●

Utah

●

●

●

Washington

●

●

●

West Virginia

●

●

●

●

* States not listed on this chart do not have any electronic return of vote‐by‐mail ballots
**Although some systems allow a voted ballot to be submitted entirely online, others require the voter to print
the voted ballot and upload it back into the system as a PDF.
Chart adapted from National Conference of State Legislatures (1/16/2017)
Source: http://www.ncsl.org/research/elections‐and‐campaigns/internet‐voting.aspx
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Appendix C: Statistical Data – UOCAVA
Voting vs. Domestic Voting
(Source: U.S. Elections Assistance Commission’s Election Administration and Voting
Surveys 2014 and 2016)

Ballot Rejection Rates
4.00%
3.00%
2.00%
1.00%
0.00%
2014
All Voters

2016
UOCAVA Voters

Ballot Rejection for UOCAVA
Ballots
2014

2016

Domestic Vote‐by‐Mail

1,869,968

2,678,154

Number rejected

19,016

21,973

% Rejected

1.02%

0.82%

UOCAVA Vote‐by‐Mail

25,857

80,463

Number rejected

976

2,661

% Rejected

3.77%

3.31%
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Voter Participation Rates
80.00%
70.00%
60.00%
50.00%
40.00%
30.00%
20.00%
10.00%
0.00%

2014

2016

All Voters

UOCAVA Voters

Registration and Voting for
UOCAVA Voters
2014

2016

Registered voters

11,869,224

12,853,866

Total voter participation

6,055,157

9,613,669

% voter participation

51.02%

74.79%

UOCAVA registered voters 131,790

167,549

UOCAVA participation

25,857

80,463

% UOCAVA participation

19.62%

48.02%
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