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April 1, 2015

The Honorable Gene Dodaro

Comptroller General of the United States

United States Government Accountability Office
441 G Street, NW

Washington, DC 20548

Dear Mr. Comptroller General:

We write to request that the Government Accountability Office (GAO) conduct a review
of the Department of Defense’s (DOD) Federal Voting Assistance Program (FVAP).

The purpose of the FVAP is to ensure that military personnel, their dependents, as well as
overseas citizens are guaranteed the right to vote by absentee ballot in federal elections, in
accordance with the Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee Voting Act (UOCAVA).!
Authority to administer this statute was designated to the Department of Defense during the
Reagan Administration and the DOD formed the FVAP to provide support to UOCAVA voters.
Under UOCAVA, states are required to allow uniformed service and overseas voters to vote by
absentee ballot in federal elections.? Recent reports, however, indicate that our service members
and citizens living abroad may be facing difficulties in casting their absentee ballots.

Although turnout during the 2008 presidential election was reportedly the highest in more
than 40 years, that trend was not evident based on a review of overseas balloting. The
Congressional Research Service found that in 2008 “a significant number of military ballots
(approximately 33 percent of the total requested) were never returned to local election officials
or were returned as undeliverable.™ A 2009 study conducted by the Overseas Vote Foundation
(OVF) found that nearly 22 percent of military and overseas voters never received their absentee

! Pub. L. No. 99-410, 100 Stat. 924 (1986).

? Congressional Research Service, The Uniformed and Overseas Citizens Absentee
Voting Act: Overview and Issues (Apr. 21, 2014) (RS20764).
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ballot for the 2008 presidential election in part because military ballots were lost or significantly
delayed by the postal service.*

Public reports indicate that veterans and their families have had a hard time casting their
absentee ballots in various states. According to a report published by the Heritage Foundation,
“the 2008 election data makes it clear that a vast majority of military voters (an estimated 75 to
80 percent) were disenfranchised by their inability to request an absentee ballot.” In Florida,
Texas and California, states which account for nearly 40 percent of military voters, “less than a
quarter of military voters and their dependents requested an absentee ballot for the 2008
Presidential election.” In Minnesota, which has the nation’s highest voter participation rate, only
15.8 % of the state’s 23,346 military voters were able to cast an absentee ballot.’

Since 2001, GAO has reviewed FVAP’s efforts and issued recommendations to improve
the direction and oversight of FVAP services. However, we believe that continued management
attention to FVAP still remains a priority. The Department of Defense’s Federal Voting
Assistance Program was created to ensure that our service members fighting abroad to protect
the rights of all Americans don’t lose their opportunity to vote in federal elections at home.

So that Congress can assess whether more can be done to assist the FVAP in fulfilling its
critical mission, please provide answers to the following questions:

1. To what extent has DOD implemented previous GAO recommendations pertaining to
DOD’s efforts to facilitate registration, voting options, and ballot transmission methods
for UOCAVA voters?

2. To what extent has DOD evaluated its absentee voting program and achieved the goals of
the Federal Voting Assistance Program?

To what extent do challenges remain regarding the effectiveness and efficiency of DOD’s
absentee voting program?

L

4. Has the DOD’s absentee voting program madc any changes to adjust to revised United
States Postal Service delivery standards? If not, are any changes necessary?

5. What steps can Congress take to address the challenges facing the Federal Voting
Assistance Program?

* Overseas Vote Foundation, 2008 OVF Post Election UOCAVA Survey Report and
Analysis, (Feb. 2009) (online at
www.overseasvotefoundation.org/files/fOVF 2009 PostElectionSurvey Report.pdf).

3 Heritage Foundation, America’s Military Voter: Re-Enfranchising Disenfranchised,
(July 28, 2009) (online at www.heritage.org/research/reports/2009/07/americas-military-voters-
re-enfranchising-the-disenfranchised).
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Thank you for your consideration of this request. If you have questions regarding this
matter, please contact Donald K. Sherman of the Committee on OverSIght and Government
Reform staff at (202) 225-5051.

Sincerely,
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