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County Survey of Whitefish Doughnut Violates Basic Democratic Principles, Returns Bogus Results

Flathead County has recently announced the results of a “survey” the county mailed to 3235 property owners in the two-mile area around Whitefish. Unfortunately, the survey methodology used by the county is so flawed that the reported outcome of 1234 votes for county control of the doughnut to 471 for city control of the doughnut should be seen as suspect. Fair and verifiable results could have been obtained if the county had put this question on a ballot for voters, as provided for under state law.

How the mailing list was compiled for this survey card vote is nothing short of mind-boggling, as some addresses and individuals received multiple ballots and other addresses received only one, even when a given address belonged to at least two owners. Some individuals received multiple ballots simply because their address had been spelled two different ways in the county’s list. For example, a person whose address includes the word “Highway” would have received two surveys, one to a “Highway” address and one to a “Hwy” address. Some 185 different corporations got at least one vote and many multiple votes. There is also the glaring omission of renters who got no vote, despite the fact that renters as a group make up an estimated one third of the county population. Had this issue been put on an election ballot, these disenfranchised residents would have been eligible to vote. 

The following chart summarizes some of the characteristics of the mailing list the county used to send this survey, as well as data from the Flathead County Elections Office:

	Number of registered voters in the two-mile area around the City of Whitefish in 2010, according to the County Elections Office
	      1916

	Total surveys sent to the two-mile area, according to Flathead County 
	      3235

	Total number of addresses that received more than one survey
	        590

	Total number of surveys sent to addresses that received multiple surveys 
	      1615

	Total number of surveys returned in support of county control
	       1234

	Greatest number of surveys sent to a single address 
	          58 

	Number of multiple-resident households in the Whitefish Doughnut that received only one survey with which to respond, thus disenfranchising one or more residents or eligible voters in the household
	Over 400

	Number of corporations that got one or more votes
	         185

	Number of surveys sent to Whitefish addresses
	       1481

	Number of surveys sent to other Montana addresses
	         432

	Number of surveys sent to out-of-state addresses in the USA
	         933

	Number of surveys sent to out-of-country addresses
	         325


Unfortunately, the confusion doesn’t stop there.  The county says they mailed out 3235 “surveys,” but the receipt from the business that did the mailing doesn’t match that total.  The mailing service includes a record for 3,080 post cards mailed first class within the USA on October 27, 2011, and 323 mailed to out-of-country property owners in Canada and elsewhere on October 28, 2011, which totals 3,403 or 168 more postcards than the county reports were mailed.  Additionally, an unidentified county mailing of 100 pieces was sent out of the country on October 21, 2011. 

As it is, the numbers aren’t the only things that don’t add up.  Voting on this issue should have been put on a ballot and handled by the county elections office to ensure that basic democratic principles were honored.  The lack of transparency surrounding this survey process is reprehensible.  

It is simply totally misleading for the commissioners to say of this survey, as quoted online by the Whitefish Pilot: “This [survey] points us in the direction to go,” Flathead County Commissioner Jim Dupont told the Pilot. “The doughnut residents have spoken about what they want.”  The doughnut residents have not spoken!

Less than half, 47%, of the survey cards mailed out went to people who actually live in the two-mile area around Whitefish, while another 53% went to people who don’t even live in the two-mile area! Many long time Whitefish Doughnut residents were disenfranchised by the survey in that many two-adult households only received one ballot, while other individuals got multiple ballots because they owned more lots or their address or name occurred with slightly different spellings. This bogus method of allocating survey cards for voting demonstrates that these survey results do not represent a fair or unbiased survey result, no matter who it was mailed to, when some individuals got no opportunity to vote while others got multiple survey cards to vote with (for example, one address received 58 and another received 39 survey cards to vote with).

On the recent mailed ballots for the Whitefish city election and for the city referendum, voters had to first register to vote, providing a signature by which to verify the legitimacy of their returned ballot when it was received by the election office.  In this survey no name or signature was required, so there is no way of confirming who voted or who actually returned the survey.  The survey cards which the county mailed out were each numbered, but the county chose to create a system that made no record of how these numbers corresponded to names or addresses of recipients.  Therefore, there is no way for anyone to find out who returned surveys.  The county says that no returned surveys had duplicate numbers, but there is no transparency to demonstrate who voted and how often.  Neither the elections office nor the procedures they must follow under state law were used in this survey process. 
Another important part of a voting process is voter education.  In a democracy, our state law requires that issues be placed before the voters for a minimum of 75 days before they can be voted on.  This survey was mailed with almost no notice, the City of Whitefish was not provided an opportunity to provide input, and the survey had to be returned in two weeks’ time, leaving respondents little to no time to learn about this issue.

Unfortunately, this survey process used by the county is so flawed that it fails to produce the kind of information that could lead toward any legitimate solutions for the Whitefish Doughnut.  It is time to focus on solutions that can heal and unite.  It is time for the County Commissioners to recognize that city residents are also county residents.  It is time to work together for many of the common interests that are shared by many city and Doughnut residents.  It is time to create an elected community council for Whitefish Doughnut residents and a process to build more common ground to address legitimate issues that have been raised by all sides.
