
In June, Georgia conducted a primary election now infamous for long lines. Across the state, there were

problems with electronic pollbooks, access cards to start up touchscreen voting machines, and the

touchscreen machines themselves. State officials and the vendor blamed “human error” and poor training,

but machine troubles in Georgia, and elsewhere, are nothing new, as a federal judge just noted in a court

order mandating effective backup for the technology problems.  As new poll workers start across the

country, difficulty learning how to troubleshoot and operate voting technology will likely persist in

November. Moreover, the risk of a cyberattack against election infrastructure remains a concern, with

local governments and election vendors having been subject to ransomware attacks over the past year. 

Fortunately, there’s a simple solution to let voting continue in the face of inevitable technical difficulties: an

ample supply of backup paper supplies. If voting machines are malfunctioning or inoperable, poll

workers can provide voters with emergency backup paper ballots to hand-mark until the machines can be
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fixed. Provisional balloting materials can be used when electronic pollbook issues — or a cyberattack on the

registration database — prevents poll workers from knowing whether voters are eligible or whether their

absentee ballots have been received and accepted for counting. Unfortunately, Georgia did not have

enough backup materials in the spring, and a federal judge just ordered all Georgia election officials to keep

updated paper pollbooks in each polling place that can be used to check voter eligibility to cast a regular

ballot, along with a “sufficient” level of emergency paper ballots to provide voters. 

To be sufficient, there should be enough emergency and provisional materials to keep voter lines moving for

up to three hours while any technical issues can be identified and resolved. In 2020, this will likely require

precincts to have enough backup materials for 40 percent of all Election Day voters.

While unprecedented levels of early and mail voting are expected due to the pandemic, Election Day voting is

still what most are familiar with. It’s unreasonable to bank on the vast majority of voters casting their ballots

ahead of Election Day. Yet if they stick to current policies in purchasing their Election Day backup supplies,

that’s the gamble jurisdictions will be taking. Fortunately, they can still print more supplies now.

Ripple Effects from the Morning Rush

Technical failures are going to occur. And when they do, voters may feel the effects all day. Most jurisdictions

see the largest rush of voters in the morning during the first few hours that polling places are open.  This

pattern poses a particular problem for election officials, as morning is also a time when technical issues are

especially likely to occur. Election equipment may arrive late, be delivered to the wrong polling place, or set

up incorrectly on election morning. Moreover, many jurisdictions will use new equipment in the 2020 general

election, increasing the likelihood of problems.

Regardless of severity, problems take time to solve. Election officials, technicians, and other experts cannot

be in every polling place. If the problem afflicts several polling places at once, they may not be able to solve

issues right away. With many voters arriving at the same time, roadblocks in the polling place process can

quickly lead to long lines.

These impacts can spread far beyond just the morning rush. Evidence shows that “[i]f a precinct clears its

morning line quickly, it is unlikely to experience long wait times for the rest of the day.” But if the

morning line is not cleared in a reasonable time, “long wait times are likely to occur for the entire day.” 

Minimum Requirements

To stop technical failures from creating election meltdowns, election officials need to make sure that polling

places have enough backup paper supplies on hand to keep lines moving for up to three hours while

equipment issues can be identified and resolved. This year, election officials should prepare for 40 percent of

Election Day voters to arrive during the busiest three hours. 
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In Georgia, where touchscreen voting machines are used statewide, regulations require enough emergency

paper ballots for only 10 percent of all registered voters. This requirement is not sufficient to act as an

effective failsafe for voting machine failures. Even if counties experienced overall turnout of just 70 percent

— well below the predictions of historic turnout officials must prepare for — the typical precinct would need

64 percent of its voters to cast ballots early or by mail in order to have enough emergency paper ballots for

the busiest three hours of Election Day voting. There would be none leftover for common situations like a

voter who finds themselves at the wrong polling place and needs to cast a provisional ballot. And overall

turnout is widely expected to be significantly higher than 2016 levels. 

EARLY AND ABSENTEE VOTE SHARE
PERCENT OF REGISTERED VOTERS ON

ELECTION DAY

EMERGENCY PAPER BALLOT SUPPLY
NEEDED TO HANDLE 40% OF ELECTION

DAY VOTERS

64% 25% 10% of registered voters

50% 35% 14% of registered voters

40% 42% 17% of registered voters 

Need for Backup Paper Ballots Based on Election Day Voters
Assuming 70% Overall Turnout 

Even in Georgia’s June primary, which would have attracted more frequent voters who are more familiar with

all their voting options, about 64 percent of all voters, and only about 54 percent of Latino voters, ended up

using early and absentee voting. The rest voted on Election Day. Election officials must prepare for at

least some precincts to hit historic Election Day turnouts. They cannot simply count on early and mail voting

to solve the risk of long lines.

Because they cannot control how many people will vote and when they will cast their ballot, election officials

must focus on what they can control — the amount of backup paper supplies in polling places. By doubling

the emergency ballot supply requirement to 20 percent of registered voters, as Pennsylvania does, officials

can provide enough emergency ballots for the busiest three hours under any level of turnout, as long as half

of all votes are cast early or by mail. But achieving a 50 percent vote share from early and absentee methods

is a tall order in states like Pennsylvania, which began giving voters these options for the first time this year.

At 30 percent of registered voters, polling places would have a viable failsafe for voting machine failures

under all but the most extreme levels of Election Day voting. Of course, if emergency supplies are used in

other situations, such as for provisional voters, then greater quantities may be required. 
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EARLY AND ABSENTEE VOTE SHARE
PERCENT OF REGISTERED VOTERS ON

ELECTION DAY

EMERGENCY PAPER BALLOT SUPPLY
NEEDED TO HANDLE 40% OF ELECTION

DAY VOTERS

50% 45% 18% of registered voters

40% 54% 22% of registered voters

30% 63% 25% of registered voters

20% 72% 29% of registered voters

Need for Backup Paper Ballots Based on Number of Election Day
Voters Assuming 90% Overall Turnout

The spotlight has been brightest on Georgia, but they are not the only state facing a risk of long lines due to

insufficient paper supplies. Although most battleground states that use touchscreen voting machines

require polling places to have emergency paper ballots, election officials in almost all of these states must

plan to supply more emergency paper ballots this year than what current policies call for. And while

most polling places are required to have provisional materials on hand in case voter registration status

cannot be verified, minimum amounts are generally not defined in law. 

Election officials should plan to supply enough of these materials for 40 percent of Election Day voters —

especially where provisional ballots are needed for voters who request an absentee ballot but later change

their mind and decide to vote in person. 

The right to vote must be preserved for everyone, no matter what state they live in. In these last weeks

before Election Day, supplying polling places with enough backup paper materials — and ensuring that poll

workers know how to use these materials when they are needed — provides a relatively simple way to ensure

that inevitable technical glitches don’t disenfranchise Americans who choose to vote in person.
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