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(57) ABSTRACT 

Preferred embodiments of the instant invention are directed 
to a System, method and apparatus for providing an efficient 
means for qualifying a petition, referendum or initiative on 
a ballot on a network. Users on the network access the 
petition qualifying System via a user interface and requests 
petitions or initiatives in the user's relevant Voting area. 
After the user has reviewed the petition, the user can endorse 
the petition by providing the petition qualifying System 
endorsement indicia. The petition qualifying System verifies 
the eligibility of the user. The petition qualifying System 
compiles the received endorsement indicia, and presents 
Such indicia to the relevant agency to Secure placement of 
the initiative on the appropriate ballot. 
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ELECTRONIC INITIATIVE PETITION 

RELATED APPLICATIONS 

0001. This application is related to, and claims priority 
from, U.S. Patent Application Ser. No. 60/308,011, entitled 
Electronic Initiative Petition, filed Jul. 26, 2001, and is fully 
incorporated herein by reference. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

0002 The present invention relates to a computer-based 
method for qualifying an initiative for placement on a ballot. 
More particularly, the present invention relates to a com 
puter-based method by which registered voters can elec 
tronically sign a petition for a ballot initiative. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

0.003 Presently, when backers of a ballot initiative seek 
to qualify the initiative, they must obtain a prescribed 
minimum number of valid Signatures from registered voters 
within the appropriate jurisdiction (e.g., State, county, city, 
etc.). Typically, these signatures must be obtained by per 
Sonally convincing Voters to physically sign petitions for 
placement of the initiative on a ballot as prescribed by law. 
Proper identification of the voter must be obtained. This 
Signature-gathering proceSS is costly as well as labor-inten 
Sive. Further, in current Signature gathering efforts, the 
employee gathering the Signatures cannot easily verify the 
eligibility of the person to vote. AS Such, duplicate efforts 
must often be expended as Signature counts fall below the 
required numbers once ineligible Signatures are removed 
from the roster. 

0004. A need exists for a method for obtaining signatures 
to qualify an initiative, referendum or other form of petition 
that reduces the required expenditure of time and labor. A 
further need exists for immediately ascertaining whether the 
user Signing a petition is eligible to endorse a petition for 
placing an initiative, referendum or other matter on a ballot. 
0005. A still further need exists for a method for obtain 
ing a user's opinion in circumstances where a signature or 
other validation of a user's identity to authenticate the 
opinion reduces the required expenditure of time and labor 
involved in obtaining Such authenticated opinions. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0006 The invention may be more readily understood by 
referring to the accompanying drawings in which 
0007 FIG. 1 is a flow diagram illustrating the operation 
of an embodiment of the invention. 

0008 FIG. 2 is a flow diagram illustrating the operation 
of a more specific embodiment of the invention in which the 
number of Voter Signatures is tracked. 
0009 FIG. 3 is a flow diagram illustrating the operation 
of another more specific embodiment of the invention in 
which the validity of the voter's signature is verified prior to 
acceptance. 

SUMMARY OF THE DISCLOSURE 

0.010 Preferred embodiments of the instant invention are 
directed to a System, method and apparatus for providing an 
efficient means for qualifying a petition, referendum or 

Jan. 30, 2003 

initiative on a ballot. In preferred embodiments, petitions are 
presented to the System by lobbying groups, organizations, 
and in Some instances, users. Petitions are Stored in asso 
ciation with relevant voting areas. 
0011. In preferred embodiments, users on the network 
access the petition qualifying System via a user interface, 
Such as a web page. Overall, a user accesses the petition 
qualifying System and requests petitions or initiatives in the 
user's relevant Voting area. After the user has reviewed the 
petition, the user can endorse the petition by providing the 
petition qualifying System endorsement indicia, Such as, a 
digital Signature. In Some preferred embodiments, the Sys 
tem compares relevant user information, or the digital Sig 
nature, with previously Stored information, and can imme 
diately ascertain the eligibility of the user to vote. The 
petition qualifying System compiles the received signatures, 
or other endorsement indicia, and presents Such indicia the 
relevant agency to Secure placement of the initiative on the 
appropriate ballot. 
0012. A feature of preferred embodiments of the inven 
tion is that petitions for a given area can be stored in a Single 
location. An advantage to this feature is that users can access 
all the petitions in the user's relevant voting area Such that 
the user can efficiently review the desired petitions. 
0013 A further feature of preferred embodiments is that 
the System compares the user endorsement information with 
previously stored information to determine eligibility of the 
user to vote. An advantage to this feature is that a more 
accurate count of the required number of signatures to 
qualify the petition can be ascertained, thereby eliminating 
the requirement to recollect Signatures due to ineligible 
Signatures 

0014. The above and other advantages of embodiments of 
this invention will be apparent from the following more 
detailed description when taken in conjunction with the 
accompanying drawings. It is intended that the above advan 
tages can be achieved separately by different aspects of the 
invention and that additional advantages of this invention 
will involve various combinations of the above independent 
advantages Such that Synergistic benefits may be obtained 
from combined techniques. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

0015 Preferred embodiments of the instant invention 
operate on a network, such as, for example, the WWW, or 
another type of remote access System, Such as, a kiosk, 
telephone, facsimile, personal digital assistant, pulse code 
system, web TV, or any other device or method the com 
municates alpha numeric data with a Server. 
0016 Hardware Environment 
0017 Preferred embodiments of the instant invention 
operate in accordance with a plurality of networked com 
puters, Such as, for example, a user computer and a Server 
computer which are coupled together on a communications 
network, Such as, for example, the Internet or a wide area 
network. In preferred embodiments, the network System 
includes a Server computer, or a provider computer, and a 
user computer, wherein the Server computer and the user 
computer are in electronic communication with each other 
via a communication link. 
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0.018. In some preferred embodiments, the network sys 
tem includes a plurality of either the Server, the user com 
puter, or any combination thereof The Server contains peti 
tion, referendum or initiative information and other relevant 
data that is accessible by the user computer. In Some 
preferred embodiments, the Server computer also contains 
other information, including, but not limited to, data regard 
ing the geophysical boundaries of the relevant jurisdiction 
pertaining to the petition, rules pertaining to the petitioning 
process, Such as acceptable means of endorsing a petition, 
one or more databases of registered voters, advertisements, 
and/or the Server can access other third party Servers con 
taining this and/or other information, programs, etc. 
0019. The provider computer, or server, may comprise 
any Suitable network device capable of providing content 
(data representing text, hypertext, photographs, graphics 
Video and/or audio) for communication over the network. In 
preferred embodiments, the provider computer comprises a 
programmable processor capable of operating in accordance 
with programs Stored on one or more computer readable 
media (for example, but not limited to, floppy disks, hard 
disks, random access memory RAM, CD-ROM), to provide 
content for communication to a user computer. The provider 
computer may comprise, for example, but not limited to, a 
personal computer, a mainframe computer, network com 
puter, portable computer, personal digital assistant (Such as, 
a 3Com PalmPilot), a cellular telephone-based computer, an 
implanted computer, a molecular computer, biological com 
puter, and Similar devices. The provider computer may 
include one or more internal data storage devices (not 
shown) for storing content for communication to a user 
computer. Alternatively, or in addition, the provider com 
puter may be coupled to an external data Storage device, 
computer or other means from which the provider computer 
may obtain content for communication to a user computer. 
The provider computer is controlled by suitable software to 
provide the requested content to the requesting user com 
puter in accordance with protocol procedures commonly 
utilized and understood in the art. 

0020. The user computer may comprise any suitable 
network device capable of communicating with other net 
work devices in the network system. In preferred embodi 
ments, the user computer comprises a programmable pro 
ceSSor capable of operating in accordance with programs 
Stored on one or more computer readable media (for 
example, but not limited to floppy disc, hard disc, computer 
network, random access memory (RAM), CD-ROM, DVD 
ROM, SmartMedia(R), molecular data storage means and the 
like); a display device for providing a user-perceivable 
display (for example, but not limited to visual displays, Such 
as cathode ray tube CRT displays, light-emitting-diode LED 
or liquid-crystal-diode LCD displays, plasma, displays or 
the like, audio displays or tactile displayS), and a user input 
device (for example, but not limited to, a keyboard, mouse, 
microphone, neuronal interface, or the like). In one preferred 
embodiment, the user computer comprises a personal com 
puter System having a CRT display, a keyboard and a mouse 
user-input device. 
0021. The user computer is controlled by suitable soft 
ware, including network communication and browser Soft 
ware to allow a user to request, receive and display infor 
mation (or content) from or through a provider computer on 
the network System. The user computerS operate in accor 
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dance with programs Stored on a readable medium, includ 
ing, but not limited to, floppy disks, hard disks, RAM, 
CD-ROM, DVD-ROM, SmartMedia(E), molecular-based 
media, and the like. The user computers are any means 
capable of communicating with the Server computers, 
including, but not limited, to personal computers, tele 
phones, kiosks, ATM-type machines, personal digital assis 
tants, molecular computers and biological computers. The 
user computers access the Server computers via the wide 
area network or through Some other remote access, Such as, 
for example, by telephone, facsimile, personal digital assis 
tant, pulse code System, interactive television, or any other 
device or method that communicates alpha numeric data 
with a server. 

0022 General Description of Preferred Embodiments 
0023 Preferred embodiments of the instant invention are 
directed to a System, method and apparatus for providing an 
efficient means for qualifying a petition, referendum or 
initiative on a ballot, wherein qualification of the petition 
occurs via a network. It to be understood that preferred 
embodiments of the qualifying System and methods 
described herein are not limited to public initiatives and 
referenda, and can apply to any type of petition, legislation, 
ballot, poll, Survey or other form of public or private opinion 
collection. 

0024 Petitions are presented to the qualifying system by 
lobbying groups, organizations, and in Some instances, 
users. In preferred embodiments, users on the network can 
access the petition qualifying System via a user interface, 
Such as a web page. Overall, a user accesses the petition 
qualifying System and requests petitions or initiatives in the 
user's relevant Voting area. After the user has reviewed the 
petition, the user can endorse the petition by providing the 
petition qualifying System endorsement indicia, Such as, a 
digital Signature. The petition qualifying System compiles 
the received signatures, or other endorsement indicia, and 
presents Such indicia the relevant agency to Secure place 
ment of the initiative on the appropriate ballot. 
0025. With reference to FIG. 1, a user, or voter, is 
initially directed (by, e.g., a commercial, a petition worker, 
an advertisement, etc.) to a site maintained by an organiza 
tion or organizations promoting the ballot initiative, for 
example a Site on a wide-area network Such as the World 
Wide Web or the Internet. Once the voter accesses the 
initiative site 10, he or she is afforded the opportunity to read 
the text of the proposed initiative, for example via a menu. 
The voter then reads the text of the petition or initiative 12, 
or alternatively proceeds directly to the next Step. 

0026. At the next step, the voter is afforded the opportu 
nity to add his or her Signature, endorsement, attestation, 
acknowledgment or other form of approval to a petition to 
place the proposed initiative on the appropriate ballot as 
prescribed by the election law of the jurisdiction within 
which the proposed initiative is to be submitted to voters 14. 
If the voter elects to do so, the voter then Submits his or her 
Signature in electronic form, using any conventional means, 
Such as an electronic signature pad, a previously prepared 
file containing his or her electronic Signature, or any other 
digital transmittable means which is recognized by the 
relevant jurisdiction to impart legally acceptable endorse 
ment of the petition 16. Once Submitted to the initiative site, 
the voter's signature is then added to a signature file 18. The 



US 2003/0023478 A1 

Signature file, containing the Signatures of one or more 
Voters, is then Submitted to the appropriate governmental 
authority, preferably together with data files or hard copies 
of the petition and the text of the proposed initiative. It is to 
be understood that the use of term "voter” in the described 
embodiments of the qualifying System is not intended to 
limit the type of opinion giving user of the invention in any 
manner and can refer to any type of user of the described 
System. 

0027. In some preferred embodiments, the voter is 
directed to the initiative via a web site banner advertisement 
or any Internet browser, user computer or Server mediated 
method, or combination thereof, by which an Internet or 
other wide area computer network user's computer is 
directed to a web site or other interface which allows the 
user to gain access to the initiative Site. 
0028. In other preferred embodiments, the voter's physi 
cal location and/or address, Such as address used for Voter 
registration purposes, is determined prior to forwarding an 
initiative to the voter. In still other preferred embodiments, 
the location and/or address may be determined by requesting 
location and/or address information from the voter which is 
then inputted by the Voter and transmitted to one or more 
computers for further processing. In Some preferred embodi 
ments, the inputting of location and/or address data may be 
Verified by digital signature means or Verification by a third 
party, Such as a live notary public or a notary public 
accessible online. In other preferred embodiments, the Vot 
er's location and/or address is determined by querying the 
user's computer for location and/or address information 
based on data calculated from Signal information, Such as 
that provided by the Global Positioning System (“GPS”), 
from cellular telephone location information, from location 
data correlated to the user's Internet Service Provider's 
(“ISP’s”) number, from the voter's location or address 
information Stored in the Voter's computer or one or more 
other computers, Such as those containing Voter registration 
data and/or any other methods of location determination 
Such as those described in U.S. Pat. No. 6,154,172 and 
related patents. 

0029. In some preferred embodiments, the specific ini 
tiative or referendum advertisement or advertisements, or 
Site or Sites relating thereto, or initiative or referendum text, 
to which the voter is directed is determined on the basis of 
the Voter's location or address, thereby initiating a proceSS 
which will provide the voter with initiatives, referenda and 
other data which is relevant to the voter in the voter's 
jurisdiction. In Some preferred embodiments, the process by 
which the differential data is presented to the voter, based 
upon the Voter's location and/or address, may be any means 
such as, for example, those set forth in U.S. Pat. No. 
6,154,172 and related patents. 

0.030. A more particular embodiment of the inventive 
method, as illustrated in FIG. 2, includes an internal calen 
dar and means for determining whether time remains within 
a statutory period for obtaining Signatures for the petition to 
place the proposed initiative on the ballot, as well as tracking 
means for counting the number of Signatures obtained. First, 
a voter counter is initialized to Zero prior to activation of the 
initiative site 22. An indeX is also set to the Specific cut-off 
date 24, and preferably also time (for example, Jun. 1, 11:59 
p.m.), after which no more petition signatures may be 
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obtained, as prescribed by the election law of the jurisdiction 
within which the proposed initiative is to be submitted to 
voters. The present date is next determined 26. If the present 
date is prior to the cut-off date/time, then the process 
proceeds; if the present date is later than the cut-off date/ 
time, the process ends. 

0031) A voter then accesses the initiative site 28 and is 
afforded the opportunity to read or listen to an audio version 
of the text of the proposed initiative 30 and provide an 
electronic petition signature 32, in a manner Similar to that 
described with respect to the preceding embodiment. After 
the Voter provides his or her electronic Signature, the Voter's 
Signature is added to the Signature file 34. The Voter counter 
is advanced and the new count is provided to the Signature 
file for Submission to an appropriate governmental and/or 
other recipient 36. This facilitates the determination of the 
total number of Signatures obtained from all Sources in 
Support of the proposed initiative, whether electronic or 
physical signatures. 

0032. It should here be noted that any of the foregoing 
features can be included independently in an embodiment of 
the inventive method. 

0033 FIG. 3 illustrates another more specific embodi 
ment which allows for determination of the validity of a 
Signature prior to Submission, and for exclusion of invalid 
Signatures, i.e., Signatures of perSons not registered to vote 
within the jurisdiction within which the proposed initiative 
is to be Submitted to voters. AS with the preceding embodi 
ments, a voter accesses the initiative site 38 and is afforded 
the opportunity to read the text of the proposed initiative 40, 
42 and to Submit an electronic Signature in Support of a 
petition to place the initiative on the ballot. At this point, the 
Voter Submits identifying information, e.g., the Voter's 
name, address, driver's licence number, Social Security 
number and/or other indicia, together with the electronic 
Signature 44. The Submitted identifying information is then 
compared with an appropriate database containing informa 
tion on the Voters who are currently registered to vote within 
the jurisdiction of interest or otherwise be eligible to 
endorse the petition, referendum, etc. 46. In Some preferred 
embodiments, voter location and/or address information is 
inputted and confirmed via comparison to data in one or 
more databases, Such as Voter registration records, driver 
license databases, Social Security information databases, 
credit history databases or one or more databases Specially 
configured for Such or Similar confirmation purposes. Next, 
the voter's eligibility or ineligibility to endorse the petition 
or referendum, etc., is determined. In Some preferred 
embodiments, the Voter's eligibility to endorse the petition 
is determined by applying an appropriate Set of rules to 
relevant data obtained regarding the Voter, Such as the 
Voter's voting registration Status. For example, in Some 
preferred embodiments, once there has been a determination 
that the voter is currently a registered voter within the 
jurisdiction, then his or her Signature is added to the Signa 
ture file 48. If the voter is determined not to be currently 
registered within the jurisdiction, then the Voter's Signature 
is not added to the Signature file and an error message is 
returned 50. At this point the voter can be advised, for 
example, to consult the registrar of Voters or other appro 
priate governmental authority in order to change his or her 
registration Status. 
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0034. In some preferred embodiments, the voter's iden 
tification is verified by biometric means transmittable over a 
wide area network wherein Such biometric data regarding 
the voter has been previously collected by or registered with 
the provider of the initiative or referendum, a third party that 
maintains one or more databases of Such information, Such 
as a State department of motor vehicles, one or more police 
entities, Such as the Federal Bureau of Investigation, or one 
or more medical database keeperS. Such biometric means 
include, but are not limited to, eye Scanning, voice print 
identification, finger print analysis, dna analysis, and com 
binations thereof. In Some preferred embodiments, once the 
biometric data has been collected from the voter, Such 
biometric data is compared with Said previously collected or 
registered biometric data regarding the Voter to determine if 
Such data matches. In Some preferred embodiments, the 
degree of matching of Such data may be varied to provide 
varying degrees of probable likelihood that the voter is who 
the voter represents himself or herself to be. 
0.035 While the invention has been particularly shown 
and described with reference to a preferred embodiment 
thereof, it will be understood by those skilled in the art that 
various other changes in the form and details may be made 
therein without departing from the Spirit and Scope of the 
invention. For example, in Some preferred embodiments, in 
lieu of or in addition to providing the voter with the text of 
the initiative or referendum, the voter is provided with an 
audio version of the text. In other preferred embodiments the 
System will accept initiatives and referenda from users 
where the petitioner user types in or uploads text or other 
materials comprising the petition, initiative or referendum to 
a website computer or other computer for the purpose of 
making the petition, initiative or referendum available to 
qualified Voters or other users online. In Some preferred 
embodiments the user desiring to implement the Subject 
System to make an initiative or referendum available to 
Voters or other potential Signatories can put restrictions on 
the presentation of the initiative or referendum, including, 
without limitation, restrictions regarding location of the 
Voter, location of transmission Source of the text, other voter 
demography, Such as party affiliation, age, gender, etc., and 
legal Voting Status. 
What is claimed is: 

1. A System for collecting user Signatures for a referendum 
on a computer network having a provider computer and a 
user computer, the referendum being provided by a third 
party to the provider computer, wherein the provider com 
puter includes a user interface, the System comprising: 
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means to access a user registrar database, wherein the user 
registrar database contains information regarding the 
user pertaining to the user's eligibility to endorse the 
referendum; 

an interface for presenting the referendum to the user 
computer, the interface being configured to receive user 
identification information; 

means for receiving a user indicia to approve the refer 
endum; 

means for operating the provider computer to compare the 
user identification information with the user registrar 
database to determine the user's eligibility to vote; 

means for compiling a user indicia list; and 
means for transmitting the user indicia list. 
2. A System as claimed in claim 1, further comprising 

means for notifying user of ineligibility. 
3. A System as claimed in claim 1, wherein user indicia is 

a digital Signature 
4. A System as claimed in claim 1, further comprising a 

counter for determining the number of user indicia received. 
5. A method for collecting user Signatures for a referen 

dum on a computer network having a provider computer and 
a user computer, the referendum being provided by a third 
party to the provider computer, wherein the provider com 
puter includes a user interface, the method comprising: 

receiving, from the user computer, a request for the 
transmission of the initiative; 

receiving, from the user computer, user identifying infor 
mation; 

receiving, from the user computer, a user Signature, 
wherein the Signature signifies an approval of the 
initiative; 

confirming the eligibility of the user providing the user 
Signature; 

adding the user's Signature to a Signature file, and 
Submitting the Signature list to a receiving agent. 
6. A method as claimed in claim 5, further comprising 

transmitting notification to the user computer that the user 
Signature does not represent an eligible user. 

7. A method as claimed in claim 5, further comprising 
increasing a count of the number of Signatures upon the 
addition of the Signature to the Signature file. 
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