Order Soundly Defeats Chaos as Florida County Goes to Polls
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By DANA CANEDY

ORT LAUDERDALE, Fla., March 11 — Finally, a chaos-free
election in South Florida.
Broward County, home of lost ballots and missing voting machines, held
countywide municipal elections today, and officials said they were free
of the widespread problems that had defined recent elections here.
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In a county where past elections have shown that votes are not always
guaranteed to count, many people consider that an achievement.
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Even today, some voters were uncertain whether their trip to the ballot
box would make a difference. "I don't know if my vote will count but
staying home and not voting doesn't help," said Josephine Ugarte, 25,
who voted in Miramar near here.
Plagued by problems at the polls since the contested 2000 presidential
election, Miriam Oliphant, Broward's elections supervisor, was under
pressure by voters and state officials to pull off a smooth election. She
appears to have done that, though with some outside assistance.
Workers reported no major problems at precincts by the time polls
closed this evening, as voters elected four city commissioners in Fort
Lauderdale, chose mayors in some other cities and decided referendums
and charter amendments related to public works project in others.
"I called this a 12-step program with Miriam," said Ben Graber, a
Broward County commissioner. "In January, she admitted that there was
a problem and that she had to correct it. Step 2 was her trying to get on
the right track. Step 3 is today," Mr. Graber said.
After Ms. Oliphant was elected supervisor of elections and took over in
January 2001, she promised to restore confidence in the office after the
2000 presidential election, which resulted in a 36-day battle for Florida's
crucial 25 electoral votes.
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What followed instead were botched primary and general elections last
fall, a budget deficit of nearly $1 million and loss of many longtime
employees.
In the weeks leading up to the elections today, state and local officials
said they had lost all confidence in Ms. Oliphant's ability to oversee
orderly elections and had called on her to resign. It had become so bad in
Broward County, where recounts had become common, that officials
from one city, Coral Springs, said they had decided against putting
several referendums before voters this month because they had so little
confidence in the voting process.
Even Gov. Jeb Bush had said he was unhappy with Ms. Oliphant's
performance but was powerless to do anything about it since she was
elected rather than appointed.
Ms. Oliphant refused to step down but was forced to relinquish much of
the control over her office. She has said she inherited many of the
problems that resulted in flawed elections and that her office's budget
shortfall was caused by an increase in the number of precincts that
required more poll workers and by new voting machines that required
more staff training and voter education.
With outside elections experts helping with worker training and precinct
logistics planning, the elections department today avoided another crisis.
"The more elections we have the better we get," Ms. Oliphant told
television reporters outside one precinct.
Elections workers reported a few minor problems to a command center
that had been set up to troubleshoot glitches. Electronic ballots were not
sent to one polling place, prompting workers to switch to paper ballots,
but no one was turned away without voting. Machines at another
precinct had to be moved to make room for a voter using a wheelchair.
Critics who had anticipated many more problems at the polls today
acknowledged that the voting had gone smoothly, but they refused to
give Ms. Oliphant credit for the county's improved performance.
"This is a municipal election so there is involvement by the
municipalities that wasn't there for the general election," said Diana
Wasserman-Rubin, Broward County mayor and one of Ms. Oliphant's
harshest critics. "The level of involvement by the county is not as high
this time."
Ms. Oliphant was making the rounds of polling places today, and her
aides said she was unavailable for an interview.
Ms. Oliphant's few but loyal supporters say she deserves at least some of
the credit.
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"She made her mistakes as a supervisor," said Josephus Eggelletion, a
county commissioner. But, he added, "any time you switch to new
technology you're going to have growing pains."
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