Smart Voter 

Introduction

The mission of Smart Voter is to strengthen democracy by using the Internet to engage citizens in government and with their community.

Studies show that people don’t vote because they don’t feel informed on the candidates and issues don’t know where to go or are uncomfortable with the process. We know that voting is a first step in a lifelong process of becoming fully engaged in civic participation.

Many organizations and entities have tried to fix various parts of the process that are not working. Rock the Vote appeals to kids to set aside the music for a minute, get serious and register to vote. Organizations encourage their members to get informed about candidates and issues and then vote—their way. The Michigan Secretary of State has created Publius Voter Information Center to help residents find their ballot and polling place.

The League of Women Voters of California Education Fund (LWVCEF) stands alone in the nation in successfully integrating all of the above into a cohesive nonpartisan program. It has coupled the power of the Internet with the power of thousands of volunteers dedicated to encouraging the informed and active participation of people in government.

With the technical expertise of Silicon Valley humanitarians and the practical expertise of the League of Women Voters of California visionaries, Smart Voter was launched. Originally, it helped California residents in two counties find their ballot and polling place. Today, it produces a sample ballot and polling place for nearly 90% of California residents and delivers information on statewide issues to all Californians.

Project Description

Since 1996, California voters have learned about candidates and ballot measures on Smart Voter. No other election Web site delivers information the way Smart Voter does—tailored to an individual user by producing a personal ballot and highlights of local news and community information. The way it works is quite simple. By typing an address on the Smart Voter Web site, a voter receives “My Ballot”—an electronic “Sample Ballot”—with links to candidates and issues as well as polling place information. Clicking on a candidate name takes the voter to detailed information supplied by the candidate. 

Voters want to know who their candidates are and what they stand for. The Smart Voter website is designed to allow voters to quickly and easily access basic information about candidates including their biography, top priorities if elected, position papers, and endorsements. The most important part of the site is the “My Ballot” feature. Voters enter their address and then see a sample ballot, which contains all of the candidates, and issues that they are eligible to vote on in the election. 

 Since even “basic” information about candidates and propositions adds up to a large quantity of information, the site is designed to layer the information. The overall site design and the organization of information requested of the candidates is based on a philosophy of presenting gradually more detailed information to readers, allowing them to get an overall summary at the top level and then get more detail for the issues and candidates of interest.

Management Team

Smart Voter is managed by a team that includes the two founders plus three others who have been with the project for eight years. Two are paid staff and the rest are volunteers. In addition to this core team there are two statewide coordinators, one north and one south, and hundreds of volunteers at the local level.

Trudell Een, Project Director, has served on local and state League boards and is experienced in project management for multimillion-dollar construction projects. Current responsibilities include:

· working with elections officials to obtain databases needed to generate personalized ballots and polling place locations; 

· coordinating information exchange between local Leagues, elections officials and Smart Voter staff;

· training League County Coordinators to obtain and monitor candidate submittals; 

· overseeing public relations, media contact, and development of marketing materials

Carl Hage, developer of the original and current Smart Voter software, is owner of C. Hage Associates, a consulting firm involved with Internet technology, electronic commerce and electronic design automation. Carl has been active in promoting electronic democracy and government use of the net through collaborative civic projects including: 

· www.govguide.org (Silicon Valley Guide to Government);
· www.greatschools.net (school information);
· www.ceres.ca.gov/flood (flood disaster information);
· www.govnews.org, a usenet news group hierarchy for government-related information/discussion.

Roberta Hollimon, financial officer, has served on League boards at the local and state level since 1972 and is retired from an administrative position at a small high-tech company where she handled human resources and managed an annual cash flow of $15 million. Hollimon facilitates a community group working on diversity issues in the City of Cupertino.

Carol Watts, an IBM retiree, is webmaster for two other Leagues and her local community newspaper, in addition to designing pages and developing content for Smart Voter. Watts began her local League activity in 1992.

Kathleen Weisenberg, fundraiser, a founding member of the Smart Voter program, chaired LWVUS’s first task force on technology and has served on local, state and national LWV boards since 1969. 

