Dear At Large Citizens –


I have issued a timeline of the events surrounding the Special Council meeting of August 5. Now I will offer some commentary as to why the efforts that we hoped would be presented at this meeting had particular significance for the At Large voters.


The proposed reforms to the election code that we hoped would be discussed at the Rules Committee meeting on July 28 would have included the following:
1) At Large voters could cast a “challenge ballot” (a ballot that is kept in a separate box from the regular ballots until the Commission can ascertain that the voter is indeed eligible to vote and has not voted elsewhere or by absentee ballot) at any precinct within the Cherokee Nation. In the previous elections, many At Large voters from areas just over the boundary (Tulsa, Muskogee, Coffeyville) believed they could go to nearby polling places and cast a vote. The law currently states that all At Large voters must vote by absentee ballot. But for the thousands of citizens who actually reside just outside the boundary, it may be more convenient to simply vote in person. The reforms would have provided them a mechanism to do so.
2) The Election Commission would develop a policy to describe the criteria for accepting or rejecting challenge ballots which they would publish on the website and post at each poling place.

3) During the time when absentee ballot requests were being accepted, Election Services would post a daily update of the names of voters whose request had been accepted, along with their city and state, on a read-only basis (that one could only look up one’s own name in order to verify that one’s request had been received and logged). This would cut down on the reports of significant numbers of voters who requested a ballot but did not receive one.

4) Notarizations of ballots that are in compliance with the laws of the state in which they were notarized would be accepted and considered valid. This would address the piecemeal situation of ballots coming in from fifty states which each have different requirements, which may not be in conformity with the Cherokee Nation’s.
These reforms would have addressed many of the most common problems that emerged around absentee voting in the most recent election. They would have simplified the voting process for At Large voters, which is why both representatives of the At Large citizens, Jack Baker and I, were deeply involved in crafting the reforms and sponsoring the proposed legislation. It is extremely unfortunate for the interests of At Large voters that they could not be enacted because six members of the Tribal Council, including candidate for Chief Bill John Baker, and Deputy Chief-elect Joe Crittenden, as well as Councilors Jodie Fishinghawk, Tina Glory-Jordan, Curtis Snell, and Chuck Hoskin Jr., chose to block amending the agenda on the July 28 Rules meeting to hear them. I will note that four of these individuals (Crittenden, Fishinghawk, Glory-Jordan, and Snell) are also those who brought to the Council last fall a proposed Constitutional amendment that would have required in-person voting, thereby creating significant hardship and inability to At Large voters (it was defeated). Councilor Bill John Baker abstained from voting either way on that resolution, and stated in the Muskogee Phoenix on Aug. 6 that his reason for opposing these new reforms was because they would have made voting more difficult. But I would strenuously disagree. They would have had negligible impact on most Cherokee voters, but for the constituents of Councilor Jack Baker and I, they would have made voting considerably easier, particularly for those just outside the boundary, and would have made it far more reliable for the votes of our constituents to be counted, insuring that their voices were heard.
I attended a meeting of the Election Commission yesterday in which I joined with others in urging that additional reforms included in the proposed amendments be enacted by the Commission as policy, including new voter registration cards be sent to those who had not received one last time, prohibitions against loitering at polling places, requiring that each voter present ID (driver’s license, blue card or voter registration card), and that a third-party oversight of the upcoming election be contracted in order to instill voter confidence in the integrity of the process. These are not controversial reforms to anyone on the Council and can be easily adopted immediately.

So I can only believe that it was the reforms that would have made it more likely for At Large voters to be able to participate in greater numbers that the six councilors who prevented them from being debated found objectionable. And that continues to be dismaying to me, as I’m sure it is to all of you. We will bring these reforms to the August 25 Rules Committee meeting as a regular agenda item, so they will be debated and may be passed out of committee to full council at that time. But then we will not have a full council meeting to vote on them until Sept. 12, and after that they will go to the Acting Principal Chief, who will be Joe Crittenden, for his signature, and I would bet the farm they will be vetoed by him. Even if they are not, it will be too late for them to be enacted for the upcoming election for Principal Chief.
Since we were not able to simplify At Large voting, it remains extremely important for all At Large voters to know what the processes are for casting an absentee and At Large ballot. If you are an At Large voter, you must vote by absentee ballot, even if you live only a mile away from a regular polling place within the boundaries. The only exception is if you go into a regular precinct and state that you did not receive your absentee ballot will they let you vote there. But to do that, you must be on a list of having requested an absentee ballot. So for those in the Tulsa, Muskogee, Coffeyville, and other areas nearby, get that ballot request in immediately. The deadline for that request is this Friday, Aug. 12.
Julia Coates, At Large Tribal Council Representative
