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NPR's Ailsa Chang speaks with Washington Secretary of State Kim Wyman, who

oversees voting in her state. Mail-in voting has been used there for decades — and

Wyman says there's been little fraud.

AILSA CHANG, HOST:

The presidential election is now less than six months away, and with the dangers of

gathering in large groups, many states have been looking to expand mail-in voting.

President Trump has claimed without evidence that mail-in voting leads to more

fraud. But five states already vote almost entirely by mail, including the state of
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Washington, which is why we called up Kim Wyman. She is Washington's secretary of

state, she is a Republican, and she oversees voting in her state. Welcome.

KIM WYMAN: Thank you.

CHANG: So why did Washington state decide to move to a mostly mail-in system in

the first place?

WYMAN: Well, you know, I think it became a matter of convenience. And, you know,

people's lives have really changed in the last 40 years. People work away from home. A

lot of times, both people in the household work. And it's not what voting was in the

1950s. And so the polling place model, for many people in our state, didn't work any

longer, and this was a model that we could build a security in as well as the

accessibility. And our voters love it.

CHANG: And just to be clear, what is the difference between voting by absentee ballot

and voting by mail?

WYMAN: The real difference is absentee ballots are something that are requested by

the voter, and a vote-by-mail election is something that's mandated by government or

by a legislature. So I think that's why it becomes a very emotional topic for people -

because it goes from a choice to a mandate.

CHANG: Some of your Republican colleagues say that mail-in voting creates more of a

risk for fraud because you can't verify someone's ID in person. How would you

respond to that?
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WYMAN: Well, that's not been our experience here in Washington state. First and

foremost, we've had voter ID at the time of registration since 2006 in our state, so we

actually do have an ID check. And beyond that, we did a comparison in 2018 of voting

history, and we found that about .004% of our voters did, it appears, try to vote

fraudulently. They voted for someone else who had passed away, or they voted more

than once. And that was 142 people out of 3.2 million ballots cast.

CHANG: Is that rate of fraud any higher if you compare it to when Washington State

wasn't using a mostly mail-in system?

WYMAN: I think that they're comparable. I don't think a polling place system is

perfect, and I don't think a vote-by-mail system is perfect. And let's face it. No level of

fraud is acceptable. But you can build in security measures that keep it very low, and I

think that's what we've done successfully here in Washington.

MARY LOUISE KELLY, HOST:

I'm also curious just about general voter participation. Are voter numbers higher or

lower in Washington compared to other states that don't have a mail-in system of

voting?

WYMAN: Washington's experience has been consistently higher turnout elections, and

I think you really see it in our off-year elections where we elect local officials like

mayors and city council members and that type of thing. That's where you see a really

dramatic increase. In our presidential years, we're on average. But I think what you

consistently see is Washington is in the top six to 10 states every election for turnout.
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CHANG: What do you think other states can learn from Washington state's

experience? For example, is it feasible to switch the entire country over to a mail-in

system by this November, you think?

WYMAN: Well, you know, when you look at the states that have moved to vote-by-

mail or are moving currently to vote-by-mail, it's taken them, you know, five to 10

years to do that because you need to build in the capacity for the volume. You need to

have high-speed ballot sorters and envelope sorters to deal with the incoming mail.

And right now the question is, is that equipment even in the supply chain? Is it even

available? You also need to build up the staffing and the space requirements, especially

in COVID-19, to be able to have that machinery to have that production.

So I think that it's a heavy lift for states that are in low percentage of absentee ballots

currently, like, you know - like Tennessee, where you see 2% of their ballots cast by

mail. They could probably have an expansion of absentee voting, but they couldn't

make the switch completely to vote-by-mail between now and November.

CHANG: Republican Kim Wyman is the secretary of state for Washington. Thank you

very much for talking with us today.

WYMAN: You're welcome.
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