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Bringing 'elections up to the 21st century': Group wants to scrap East St. Louis election board
By MIKE FITZGERALD 
The East St. Louis Board of Election Commissioners would meet its demise if city voters choose to dissolve it in the March 20 election. 
Scrapping the 125-year-old election board will save the cash-strapped city almost $400,000 each year, according to Matt Hawkins, the president of the East St. Louis Alliance, a group that aims to reform city politics.
That's money that could be spent on police officers and firefighters, according to Hawkins, whose group collected nearly 1,200 petition signatures to place the question on the ballot.
Folding the election board into the St. Clair County clerk's office, which oversees elections for the rest of the county, would lend a tremendous boost to the integrity of local elections, both in East St. Louis and the county overall, Hawkins said.
After a recent canvas that eliminated nearly 3,300 names, the election board has 19,471 voters on its rolls.
That number is significant because East St. Louis' long history of bloc voting has enabled the Democratic Party to dominate countywide offices for more than three decades. Anything affecting Election Day results in this overwhelmingly Democratic city would have a big effect on Democrats and their Republican rivals countywide. 
Dissolving the election board, and bringing greater transparency to the election process, will make future county elections much more competitive, Hawkins said. 
"We need people to come back to the table," Hawkins said. "We're going to put belief back into the system."
A court hearing on the ballot measure is set for 9 a.m. Jan. 17 in St. Clair County Circuit Court before Circuit Judge Stephen McGlynn. Those opposed to the measure may voice their objections then.
"I'm confident it'll withstand any objections," Hawkins said.
James Lewis, the election board executive director, said the election board has traditionally conducted its work to promote "fair and honest elections for the citizens. And we feel that's something that's been done, and we continue to want to do that." 
Alvin Parks, East St. Louis' mayor, acknowledged the heavy financial pressures the city faces, especially when it comes to paying for one of the few city-run election boards still left in the state.
"From a fiscal standpoint it's very easy to point to how one should simply get rid of the board of elections," Parks said. "However, I also look at what's at stake, which is independence. And I look at responsibility resting with East St. Louis running its own elections and running them the right way."
Carl Officer, Parks' predecessor as mayor, said the cost of keeping elections under city control has become too great,especially when the city's political precincts have shrunk from 44 to 25.
Even worse, city budget woes have led to police layoffs that mean only a few officers at a time are patrolling city streets, Officer said.
Officer recalled how just last week four heavily armed gunmen robbed a pair of retail stores at the mall at the corner of 25th and State streets in the early evening.
"That's just brazen. ... When you don't have police, I don't care, these folks will take advantage of that," Officer said. "The hard reality is the East St. Louis Board of Elections can be absorbed into the county without any major cost concerns whatsoever."
Bob Delaney, the county clerk, estimated it would cost $103,400 for the county to run East St. Louis elections the first time out, including a one-tme cost of $44,250 for 15 optical scanners and 15 touch screens. The rest would be recurring costs of more than $59,000 to pay for election judges and related costs in the city's 25 voting precincts. 
But the $103,400 is still less than the more than $110,000 each year the county provides the election board, Delaney said.
And if the county takes over the election board's functions, "we won't have to give them that anymore," he said.
Set up in 1886, the East St. Louis Board of Election Commissioners is the state's second-oldest, after Chicago. It dates from a time when the city was an industrial dynamo and when its population hovered at nearly 100,000 -- about four times the current census.
The city election board's annual budget is nearly $495,000. More than $110,000 of that sum is paid by St. Clair County taxpayers.
In recent years, Republican County Board members have sought without success to slash the county's share of money for the election board, which they contend is a magnet for Democratic-inspired Election Day shenanigans.
With liberally interpreted rules regarding voter registration and absentee voting, GOP critics have contended the board has provided the dominant Democratic machine a protective screen, enabling its leaders to manipulate ballot counts free of outside scrutiny, .
Getting rid of the election board and placing it under the authority of Delaney would go a long way toward ensuring much fairer and more transparent elections in the county, said Jon McLean, the chairman of the St. Clair County Republican Central Committee.
If election fraud occurs, "it's easier for us to catch if you only have to work with one election authority instead of having to work with two," said McLean, his party's nominee for St. Clair County Board chairman in the Nov. 2 election.
"It would make me feel more confident in the system if everything was put into one authority," he said.
Parks pointed out that East St. Louis has already lost much of its independence over the years.
"What I'm not ready for is turning over East St. Louis' elections to another entity," Parks said. "I feel as if this community has already lost enough and has given up a lot. And I would like to see East St. Louis retain its autonomy in running its elections."
One problem that outsiders have criticized the East St. Louis election board for has centered on its technology and how that's hurt local voters.
In 2002, the East St. Louis election board posted a ballot error rate of 13 percent, the worst in Illinois, resulting in thousands of voter ballots being wrongly disqualified.
It was for this reason the American Civil Liberties Union of Illinois, based in Chicago, in 2001 added the election board and two other downstate election boards to a list of defendants in a class-action federal lawsuit.
The ACLU lawsuit, originally filed against the State Board of Elections and the Chicago Board of Election Commissioners, asked a federal judge to prohibit the use of punch-card systems and optical scan systems that lack error notification mechanisms. Systems that lack this technology unfairly discriminate against minority voters, the lawsuit alleged. 
In 2004, the East St. Louis election authority settled the ACLU lawsuit with an agreement to replace its voting machines with ones that provide error notification to voters.
Folding the election board into St. Clair County will ensure the most advanced technology is provided to all voters, McLean said.
If East St. Louis brings its "elections up to the 21st century, it's a better way of doing it, by merging it with the county," he said. 
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