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Report on November 3, 2020 Election
Overview of 2020 General Election
While the 2020 General Election was more similar to a traditional election than the 2020 Primary
Election1, there were still changes in how this election was administered. There were changes to
the early voting schedule, changes to voting locations to provide a safer in-person voting
experience, a statewide mailing of forms to request a mail-in ballot, and almost half of the
participating voters choosing to vote by mail. These changes were made in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic and the need to provide a safe way for voters to participate in the State’s
presidential general election. Despite the changes and new voting methods for many voters, over
3 million – 74.5% of eligible voters – voted in this election.2
While this election was not a vote-by-mail election, almost half of voters who voted requested and
returned a mail-in ballot. Since the State’s first vote-by-mail election in June, election officials
worked diligently to improve the process and contracted with an experienced printer with the
capacity to print, insert, and mail over 1.7 million ballot packets.
This election saw the expanded use of ballot drop off boxes. First used statewide in the June 2
primary election, there were 283 ballot drop off locations3 across the State for voters to return
voted ballots. These custom-made boxes were well received by voters - over 1 million voters
returned their mail-in ballots this way - and provided voters with a convenient way to return their
voted ballots without using the United States Postal Service.
Election officials continued to procure large quantities of a variety of personal protective
equipment for voters and election officials to provide the safest environment possible for casting
and counting ballots. These supplies and equipment included masks, gloves, hand sanitizer, face
shields, plexiglass dividers, and floor stickers to show 6-foot distance between voters.
This report provides a timeline of the changes to this election, an overview of the November 3
election, and considerations for future elections. Additional data is available on the State Board
of Elections’ (SBE) website under “Press Room.”4
A report on the June 2 Primary Election is available at
https://elections.maryland.gov/press_room/June%202%20Election%20Report_Final%2007022020.pdf.
2
See A
 ppendix 1 for turnout information by jurisdiction.
3
There were 284 boxes at 283 locations. Oriole Park at Camden Yards in Baltimore City had two ballot drop
off boxes.
4
See https://elections.maryland.gov/press_room/index.html.
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Timeline for and Changes to the 2020 General Election
On July 8, 2020, Governor Hogan released a letter5 stating that the November 3 election would be
conducted as a traditional election - that is, with in-person voting at early voting centers and
election day voting at neighborhood polling places and mail-in voting for voters who needed or
preferred to vote a mail-in ballot. Additionally, he requested that SBE send to all eligible voters the
application to request a mail-in ballot and make every effort to promote early voting, voting by
mail, and voting at off-peak times. Governor Hogan also committed to encouraging State
employees to serve as election judges and providing personal protective equipment for election
officials and election judges.
In a letter dated August 3, 2020, Governor Hogan requested an update on the application mailing
to eligible voters and a plan to conduct the November 3 election. In response, SBE outlined in a
letter dated August 4 all of the steps necessary to mail applications to almost 4 million voters,
election officials’ efforts to establish a data processing center to process the large number of
applications expected, and State Board members’ consideration of requests from the local boards
of elections to consolidate voting locations.
On August 6, 2020, Governor Hogan sent another letter restating his direction to send to all
eligible voters a form to request a mail-in ballot, recruit and train election judges, open early
voting centers, and offer “robust” election day voting options.
After the State Board’s August 7 meeting, the Chairman of the State Board shared in an August 9
letter to the Governor the members’ unanimous approval of the use of vote centers on election
day and preference to place the election day vote centers in facilities used as existing early voting
centers and public high schools. The letter requested that the Governor authorize the use of vote
centers on election day, extend to election day vote centers the laws applicable to polling places,
and suspend certain provisions that only applied to polling place based voting.
On August 10, the Governor issued a proclamation6 granting the State Board the authority to
create election day vote centers. The proclamation also required compliance with public health
guidance and maximum notice to voters about the use of election day vote centers and other
voting locations, systems, and procedures.
Under the authority granted to the State Board in the Governor’s August 10 Proclamation, the
5
6

This and other letters referenced in this section are included in Appendix 5.
This proclamation is in Appendix 5 immediately following the Governor’s letter dated August 10.
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members established at its August 12 meeting the dates for early voting. Early voting was
approved from October 26 through November 27.
In its August 19, August 28, September 4, and September 11 meetings, the members of the State
Board approved election day vote centers in each jurisdiction8. For each jurisdiction, the
members reviewed the proposed election day vote centers’ locations, the number of voters who
lived within five miles of a proposed election day vote center, the ability of the proposed facility to
handle in-person voting and accommodate social distancing, and the local boards’ ability to staff
the locations with election judges. Over the four meetings, the members approved 321 election
day vote centers.
Applications for a mail-in ballot were mailed to eligible voters on August 24 and 25, and in
mid-September, the mailings of ballot packets began. The first round of ballot packets was for
requesting military and overseas voters, and these ballots were sent on or before September 189.
Ballot packets for requesting domestic, civilian voters were sent starting September 24. Over the
next several weeks, over 1.7 million ballots were sent to requesting voters.
Over 3 million voters – 74.6% – participated in the November 3 election. All of the local boards
certified their results, and the Board of State Canvassers certified results on December 4. The
presidential electors met on December 14 to cast their votes for President and Vice-President, and
this certification was sent to the United States Senate.
A more detailed timeline is in Appendix 2.

Voting Trends in Maryland
Voters in Maryland historically vote in person. Until the 2010 elections, this meant voting on
election day in neighborhood polling places. Early voting was introduced in 2010, and the number
of locations and days has expanded since 2010. Over 90% of voters vote in person during early
voting or on election day. Most voters still vote in-person on election day, but the percentage of
voters taking advantage of early voting is steadily increasing.

Under Election Law Article, §10-301.1, early voting starts the second Thursday before an election ends
the Thursday before an election.
8
The members also approved early voting centers if the previously approved early voting center were not
sufficient to comply with public health guidance.
9
The federal Military and Overseas Empowerment Act requires election officials to send ballots to
requesting military and overseas voters no later than 45 days before election day. For this election,
September 19 was the 45th day before election day.
7
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The percentage of Maryland voters who request a ballot and vote by mail10 has been stable over
time until the 2020 elections. The figure below shows ballots sent to requesting voters as a
percentage of total voter turnout for each election since the 2004 General Election.

Figure 1: Ballots Sent to Voters as a Percentage of Voter Turnout11
Because the June 2 election was conducted primarily by mail, a vast majority of voters - 97% voted by mail. About half of voters who voted in the November 3 election voted by mail. To
receive a ballot in this election, voters needed to submit a request for a mail-in ballot. Over 1.7
million voters submitted requests, and 1.5 million voters - 49.8% of voters who voted in this
election - returned voted ballots.
In 2016, election officials implemented same day registration and address change during early
voting. Same day registration on election day was implemented in the June 2 election and was
available for the November 3 election. Since its implementation, over 15,000 individuals have
registered to vote and over 17,000 voters have changed address as a result of this process. In this
Voting by mail has traditionally been referred to as “absentee voting” in Maryland. With the enactment of
Chapters 36 and 37 of the 2020 Laws of Maryland, this process is now referred to as mail-in voting. Mail-in
voting is the same process as absentee voting - that is, voters who wish to receive a ballot in the mail submit
a written or electronic request for a ballot, and election officials send the ballot. While absentee or mail-in
ballots are identical in content as vote-by-mail ballots and the voter’s steps to vote and return the ballot are
the same, the difference is whether the voter asks for the ballot (absentee or mail-in ballot) or whether
election officials automatically mail voters ballots (vote-by-mail ballots).
11
Absentee voting data from 2010 to 2020 is available in SBE’s “Press Room” at
https://elections.maryland.gov/press_room/index.html. Reports of absentee voting by “canvass” show
absentee voting as a percentage of voter turnout.
10
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election, over 26,500 individuals registered and voted during early voting or on election day, and
over 7,300 voters updated their addresses during early voting.12

Voter Education
Because of the changes to how the November 3 election was conducted and in response to the
Governor’s August 10 Proclamation13, it was necessary to educate voters about how to request
and vote a mail-in ballot and when and where to vote in person. The resulting statewide, diverse
voter education campaign was successful in educating voters about registering to vote, updating
their registration or verifying that it was correct, and how to vote - either in person or by mail.
The campaign was statewide and included TV, radio, digital, earned media, and grassroots and
community-based efforts. Over 3½ months, there were:
●

Over 84 million impressions14

●

Over 4 million views of videos

●

Over 870,000 clicks on the ads

●

More than 1,400 articles and stories placed in media outlets around the State

Equally important are the organizations and coalitions - over 1,900 of them - that shared
important information about this election. Election information and sample messages and icons
were also provided to the members of the Maryland General Assembly for distribution in their
messages to constituents. SBE staff participated in over 25 special community events, including
webinars and town halls, to inform voters about the electoral process. These efforts resulted in
many thousands of voters learning about the election.
This data is available in SBE’s “Press Room” at h
 ttps://elections.maryland.gov/press_room/index.html. Same
day registration and address change reports are available for the 2016 Primary Election, 2016 General
Election, 2018 Primary Election, 2018 General Election, and 2020 Primary Election.
13
Section A(d) of the August 10 Proclamation requires that the State Board “provide maximum notice as
possible to voters about use of voter centers in the General Election, as well as other appropriate education
regarding alternate voting locations, systemas, and procedures established.”
14
This campaign differed in three significant ways from the 2020 Primary Election. First, there was more
competition for advertising spots. This meant that the cost per spot was higher. Second, the campaign ran
different messages at the same time (e.g., encouraging voters to register to vote and encouraging voters to
request a ballot). Third, this campaign included multiple, complicated messages asking the viewer to act,
rather than the primary election when the awareness campaign focused on how to vote the mail received in
the mail. Some of the ads in this campaign were static images showing a deadline that did not require the
viewer to take any specific action.
12
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There were specific efforts to reach minority voters. The voter outreach team included GreiBO – a
Baltimore-based firm to assist with stakeholder outreach to the African American community
statewide, including key influencer messaging, in-community events and social media for Baltimore
City residents – and Cool & Associates – a team focused on stakeholder outreach to the Hispanic
community and Spanish-speaking earned media. These efforts were enhanced by Gilberto Zelaya
of the Montgomery County Board of Elections, who was the face of the Spanish-speaking outreach
efforts.
The budget for this campaign was $1,952,000.15 KO Public Affairs subcontracted with Mission
Media to develop the TV, radio and digital campaigns and conduct the media buy. KO also
subcontracted with Sandy Hillman Communications, a minority business enterprise (MBE), to help
manage, with Campfire Communications, stakeholder outreach across the State working; Cool &
Associates, a public relations firm specializing in Hispanic media and stakeholder outreach; and
GreiBO to oversee African American media relations and stakeholder outreach. GreiBO led an
in-community engagement and paid social media program partnering with other organizations.
The creative design, production costs and media buy with Mission Media accounted for nearly 74%
of the overall budget. Nearly 79% of the remaining budget was allocated to MBE firms for statewide
stakeholder outreach, earned media, translation services, Spanish-speaking paid media, AAPI
media and in-community engagement.
The campaign delivered several key messages, and the associated data points demonstrate the
success of the voter education campaign.
●

●

Sharing information about how to register to vote and update existing registrations. This
message was delivered in August and September, and voters listened. Typically, voter
registration activity peaks around the voter registration deadline in October, but in this
election, new voter registrations and updates to existing records peaked in September.
Moving the peak earlier gives the local boards more time to process the forms.
Promoting voting by mail as the safest way to vote in a pandemic. This message resonated
with voters as shown by the dramatic increase in the percentage of voters who voted by
mail. Over 1.7 million voters asked for a mail-in ballot, and almost 50% of voters who
participated in this election voted by mail. In prior elections, this percentage ranged from
4-8%.

This amount includes $1,377,000 of State funds and $575,000 of grant funds. In September 2020, SBE
received funds from the Center for Election Innovation & Research to support voter education and
communication efforts leading up to the election. The grant funds were used to buy more ads and
conduct more stakeholder outreach.
15
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●

●
●

●

●

●

Reminding voters to return their mail-in ballots. In this election, 88.6% of voters who
requested a mail-in ballot returned it. This is the highest “return rate” since the 2008
General Election.
Reminding voters to sign the oath and timely return their ballots. 99.76% of the returned
ballots were counted. Typically, election officials count about 98% of returned ballots.
Informing voters about using a ballot drop box to return voted ballots. Since this was the
first election cycle using ballot drop boxes, usage data is only available from the 2020
Primary Election. In that election, 13% of voters used a ballot drop box to return their
ballots. In this election, about two-thirds of voters - over 1 million voters - who received a
mail-in ballot used a ballot drop box to return their voted ballots.
Asking voters who wanted to vote in person to vote early - that is, vote during early voting
and vote early during the early voting period. Over 987,000 voters voted during early
voting, and over 439,000 voters voted on election day. This is the first election in which
more voters voted during early voting than on election day. This is also the first election
where the two busiest early voting days were early in the voting window (the 1st and 3rd
days) rather than the last two days.
Inform voters about the same day registration and address change process. 26,568
individuals used the same day registration process during early voting or on election day.
This represents a 60% increase from the 2016 General Election data for early voting. Same
day registration on election day was new for this election, and over 13,500 individuals used
this process to register and vote.
Promoting SBE’s online voter look-up tool a
 s a place to find out where to vote and how to
track a ballot. Over 370,000 searches were conducted on the voter look-up tool on election
day. The election day usage is significantly greater than in prior elections. In the 2016
General Election, over 170,000 searches were conducted on election day. On election day
for the 2018 General Election, there were over 200,000 searches.

A 110-page report is available on SBE’s website under “Press Room” and “2020 Press Releases,
Public Relations and Voter Outreach, and Election Reports.”16 The report includes sample
graphics from the November 3 campaign.
This statewide effort to educate individuals about their voting options and how to vote was
supplemented by social media outreach and mailings by SBE and the local boards. SBE’s social
media platforms saw over 4 million combined views, and each local board published and shared
messages on their social media accounts.
In addition to mailing almost 4 million eligible voters the form to request a mail-in ballot, SBE
coordinated other pre-election mailings to provide individuals with important election
information. There were two mailings to individuals who appear eligible to vote but are not yet
16

See h
 ttps://elections.maryland.gov/press_room/documents/SBE%20Final%20Campaign%20Report_2020.pdf
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registered. The first mailing was sent to over 58,000 individuals before the deadline to register to
vote, while the second mailing to over 550,000 individuals was sent after the deadline to register
to vote but before early voting started. The first mailing included information on how to register
to vote before the voter registration deadline, while the second mailing included information
about the same day registration process during early voting and on election day.
With data from the Maryland Department of Public Safety and Correctional Services and assistance
from advocacy organizations, SBE coordinated a mailing of voter registration and mail-in voting
information and forms to eligible individuals at detention centers in 21 counties.17 2,700 individually
addressed packets were mailed to eligible individuals in State correctional facilities, and 5,000
unaddressed packets were shipped to local correctional facilities for distribution to eligible
individuals at that facility. Of the 2,700 individually addressed packets, over 1,100 were returned to
SBE. This undeliverable rate was not unexpected since individuals in correctional facilities may have
left the facility by the time the mailing arrived.
The local boards also sent sample ballots to every eligible voter who did not submit a request for a
mail-in ballot. This mailing included not only the content of the voter’s ballot but also information
about the voting days and hours, voting locations, the voting system, and other important election
information.

Considerations for Future Elections
Based on the success of this campaign, SBE believes that future statewide campaigns are critical to
informing voters how to vote, how to make sure their ballots are counted, and of any changes to
the registration and voting process. Educating voters about the impact of the upcoming
redistricting and apportionment process and any significant legislative changes will be important
for the 2022 elections. The campaign used in this election can be used as a model moving
forward, and the icons developed for this campaign can be used in future elections.
SBE is also monitoring legislation in the 2021 Legislative Session that provides election information
to eligible individuals in correctional facilities and will continue to work with the Maryland
Department of Public Safety and Correctional Services and advocacy organizations to educate
individuals in correctional facilities about how to participate in the election process. Based on the
return rate of individually addressed packets, providing the correctional facilities with

Individuals in detention centers are eligible to vote if they are awaiting trial or if they are serving time for a
misdemeanor conviction. The local boards of elections in Charles, Garrett, and Montgomery Counties have
existing agreements with county detention centers and regularly provide election materials.
17
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unaddressed packets for distribution may be the most effective way to provide this information to
eligible individuals.18 State and local election officials can provide additional packets if needed.

Voter Support
Call Center
As with previous elections, SBE contracted with a call center, CMD Outsourcing Solutions, Inc. in
Baltimore, to assist with the volume of phone calls in the weeks leading up to the November 3
election. The call center began supporting SBE and 17 local boards of election on August 27th and
provided support through November 25. The call center operated Monday through Saturday, for
a total of 76 days.
Over the course of the 76 days, the call center answered 182,653 inquiries.19 In the last two
comparable elections – the 2012 and 2016 Presidential General Elections, the call center handled
108,393 calls and 49,628 calls, respectively. In the 2018 General Election, the call center received
30,952 calls.
The call center began operating at its customary pre-election staffing level. However, the first
week of operations was when the mail-in ballot applications started to arrive in voters’ mailboxes
and the voter education campaign promoted our 1-800-222-VOTE number as a place for voters to
obtain trusted election facts. The call center immediately felt the impact of the mailing and
education campaign and responded to over 10,000 inquiries. During the call center’s busiest week
- October 12 - 17, the call center representatives handled over 28,000 inquiries. The call center
responded to the demand and added more staff and hours to support voters. Although there
were times when the call volume exceeded its capacity, the call center continually increased its
capacity to manage the incoming calls.

Email Support & Outreach
SBE uses one email account (absentee.sbe@maryland.gov) to provide support for the mail-in
voting process, and a separate account (info.sbe@maryland.gov) for general inquiries. While both

Providing correctional facilities with unaddressed packets provides more flexibility in packet distribution.
They can be distributed as eligible individuals come to the facility and re-distributed if an individual declines
the information.
19
68,329 (37.4%) of those inquiries were to one of SBE’s phone numbers. The call center received more
inquiries for the Prince George’s County Board of Elections than any other local board. There were 26,782
inquiries (14.66%) handled for the Prince George’s County Board of Elections.
18
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addresses are operational all year, there is a substantial increase in incoming emails in the
months and weeks leading up to an election.
From June 4 through November 20, over 3,300 emails were exchanged with the absentee.sbe
account, and 10,500 emails were exchanged with the info.sbe account. For the week of October
25, over 2,300 emails were exchanged with hundreds of email exchanges per day.
For the November 3 election, SBE sent over 4.5 million emails informing voters that their ballots
were being prepared or available for electronic delivery, their voted ballots had been received, and
finally, their voted ballots had been counted.20 While these statuses are available on SBE’s o
 nline
voter look-up tool, voters were very appreciative of receiving this information in their inbox.21

Online Support
SBE’s suite of online systems22 served thousands of voters in this election and hundreds of
thousands of voters in 2020. In 2020, over 2.3 million electronic voter registrations and ballot
requests were submitted. Table 1 below shows the number and percentage of electronic
transactions by source. By comparison, there were 705,152 electronic transactions submitted in
2018.

Emails were sent to voters who had requested a mail-in ballot and for whom SBE had an email address.
SBE also sent emails when a voter’s application for a mail-in ballot was processed and if the voter’s
application was untimely.
21
The most frequent compliment SBE received for this election was about the emails. Examples include:
● Thank you very much for emailing me (Sat Nov 14th, Subject: 'Your Ballot has been Counted!') recently to
confirm that my absentee vote WAS counted. I was actually extremely worried that I did something
wrong in filling in the form and that my vote would end up being spoiled, as I've never voted by mail
before. And to have this email in my inbox was beyond reassuring - it was reaffirming and it's really
gone a long way to make me feel included, that I took part in what I considered a hugely monumental
opportunity to share my voice in this Presidential election. I'm being genuine that on reading your
absentee ballot confirmation email, you made my day!!
● I wanted to thank whoever made it easy during the pandemic to vote without standing in line on
Election Day. I received info about requesting a mail in ballot and followed the process online. I then
received my ballot and mailed the completed ballot. Then I received an email informing me my ballot
was received. Then I received another email when my ballot was counted. Thank you. Just wanted to say
your organization does good work and we appreciate all of your support to making our election process
successful.
22
SBE’s suite of online systems has five systems - online voter registration and ballot request system, a
streamlined ballot request system, voter look-up tool, vote center locator, and online ballot delivery system.
20
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Source of Transactions

Number

Percentage23

Motor Vehicle Administration24

987,719

42%

Online Voter Registration & Ballot Request System

737,721

31%

Online Ballot Request System

490,463

21%

Facebook

55,638

2%

Maryland Health Benefit Exchange

26,649

1%

Department of Human Services

28,035

1%

3,781

0.2%

228

~0.0%

Office of the Comptroller
Maryland Transit Authority

Table 1: Source of Electronic Transactions
In the two weeks before the voter registration deadline (October 13), over 83,400 transactions
were submitted via the online voter registration system.
After the June 2 election, SBE streamlined the online voter registration and ballot request system
to create a simpler, online way to request a mail-in ballot. This system - the online ballot request
system - went live on August 17, and in just over two months, over 490,000 voters used it to
request a mail-in ballot for this election. Over 133,000 requests for mail-in ballots were submitted
via this system between October 6 and October 20.
The online voter look-up tool and vote center locator were also in high demand in this election.
On election day alone, there were about 370,000 searches on our voter look-up tool and vote
center locator. This compares to over 170,000 searches on election day for the 2016 General
Election and over 200,000 searches on election day for the 2018 General Election.

Considerations for Future Elections
For the 2022 election, SBE will work with the State’s call center to plan for and manage expected
The total of the “Percentage” column does not equal 100% because SBE includes same day registration
transactions as electronic transactions but this data is not included in this table. Same day registration data
is discussed elsewhere in this report.
24
The Motor Vehicle Administration and other designated State agencies offer customers the opportunity
to register to vote. These new or updated registrations are transmitted electronically to SBE and therefore,
reported as electronic transactions.
23
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capacity, expand SBE’s capacity to manage the email accounts, explore technical solutions to help
respond to emails.
SBE plans to continue to send emails with important information about voter’s mail-in ballots and
implement an online, simple way for voters to update their email addresses. Currently, the only
way to update their email address online is to use the online voter registration system and provide
an updated email address. Since this process requires that the voter provide more information is
necessary, SBE will develop an online system that allows voters to update their email address after
appropriately authenticating themselves.

In-Person Voting
Preparing for In-Person Voting
Once the Governor authorized the use of election day vote centers for this election, the local
boards identified large facilities that could accommodate voting and comply with social distancing
guidelines. In some cases, the local boards proposed new facilities as early voting vote centers
because the previously approved facilities could not accommodate voting with social distancing
guidelines. At meetings in August and September, the members of the State Board considered
the voting population served by each facility, the features of each facility, and the ability to staff
each facility and approved these new facilities. All told, there were 81 approved early voting
centers and 321 approved election day vote centers.
For each facility, the local boards designed the layout and flow of each vote center to
accommodate social distancing and public health guidelines. This included providing places
where voters could pick up masks and use hand sanitizer, mounting plexiglass dividers on tables,
determining how many voters could access the voting room and still comply with social distancing
guidelines, and verifying that voting booths and places where voters might congregate (e.g., lining
up to feed voted ballots into the scanner) were separated by 6 feet.
In response to the Governor’s and other organizations’ call for voters to serve as election judges,
thousands of voters across the State responded. Over 22,000 individuals used SBE’s online
submission form to indicate their interest in serving as an election judge, and this response meant
that the local boards were able to fully staff and have an adequate number of voters available to
serve if one of the over 14,200 assigned election judges was unable to serve. State and local
election officials are hopeful that the voters who responded to the call agree to serve in the 2022
elections.
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To provide the safest environment as possible, SBE worked with the Maryland Department of
Health (MDH) Maryland Responds - Medical Reserve Corps (MRC) to recruit volunteers to serve as
Health Ambassadors. Six local boards requested Health Ambassadors, and 381 individuals
contributed approximately 9,100 volunteer hours.25 While election judges were conducting the
election, these individuals were solely focused on the safety of voters and election judges. They
distributed face masks and hand sanitizer to voters as needed, sanitized commonly touched
surfaces, provided health information, and helped voters maintain 6-foot social distancing while
waiting in line.
After the June 2 Primary Election, SBE committed to providing precinct-level results for this
election, and precinct-level results were posted on SBE’s website in early December. This effort
required significant time and planning by SBE and the local boards and resulted in an 1300%
increase in the number of ballot styles to create, proof, print and deploy.26 Some local boards
needed more or redesigned transport carts to store and deploy the increased number of ballot
styles, and the importance of verifying the voter’s ballot style was stressed to election judges.

Early Voting
There were 81 early voting centers. For the first time, more voters voted during early voting 987,373 - than on election day - 439,094, and the busiest early voting days were at the beginning not the end - of early voting. As explained above, the voter outreach effort encouraged voters
who preferred or needed to vote in person to vote early in this period, and they did. Figure 2
below shows the number of voters who voted each day of early voting.

The local boards i n Baltimore City and Carroll, Harford, Montgomery, Prince George’s, and Worcester
Counties requested this assistance. Health Ambassadors were assigned to 27 early voting centers and 98
election day vote centers in these jurisdictions.
26
There were 2,000 ballot styles in this election. If election results were not provided by precinct, there
would have been 150 ballot styles.
25
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Figure 2: Early Voting Turnout by Day
Traditionally, the early voting period starts the 2nd Thursday before election day and continues
through the Thursday before election day. In prior elections, the last two days of early voting have
been the busiest days and the days with the least amount of votes are the Saturdays and Sundays.
Under authority granted to the State Board for this election, the members of the State Board
changed the early voting period to the 2nd Monday before the election (October 26) through the
Monday before election day (November 2), including the weekend before election day. While the
busiest days changed, the least busy days did not - the Saturday and Sunday of the early voting
period continued to be the least busy days.
Although comparisons with prior elections’ early voting data may not be appropriate because of
the number of voters who voted by mail in this election, the percentage of voters who voted early
was the highest of any election. Figure 3 shows the early voting turnout as a percentage of total
voter turnout.
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Figure 3: Early Voting as a Percentage of Total Voter Turnout27

Election Day
There were 321 election day vote centers where 439,094 voters voted on November 3. This
represents 14% of the voters who participated in this election.
In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, voters on election day voted at vote centers instead of the
traditional neighborhood polling places. This change was necessary for two reasons. First,
election judges were resigning due to the public health emergency and moving to the vote center
model required less election judges. Second, many of the neighborhood polling places could not
accommodate voters and social distancing guidelines. Both the members of the State Board and
the Maryland Association of Election Officials recommended this model, and the Governor
authorized it in his August 10 proclamation. While the vote center model has been used since
2010 for early voting, this was the first election in Maryland using vote centers on election day.
The facilities used on election day were larger and could accommodate more voters more safely
than the traditional neighborhood polling places. Several of the 321 election day vote centers
were very large facilities - such as Oriole Park at Camden Yards and FedEx Field - serving as vote
centers for the first time.28

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, there was no early voting for the 2020 Primary Election.
Other large facilities - sometimes called “super vote centers” - i ncluded Baltimore City Community College,
the University of Maryland College Park’s Xfinity Center, Show Place Arena, and the Montgomery County
Conference Center (Marriott Bethesda North).
27
28
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The use of vote centers on election day provided voters with more flexibility. Instead of having to
vote at a specific location, voters could vote at any election day vote center in the jurisdiction
where they live. To ensure that each election day vote center had all ballot styles in that
jurisdiction, election officials ordered more ballots - 19.1 million ballots - than in any prior election.

Provisional Voting
There were more provisional ballots cast - 112,162 ballots - and counted - 96.7% of the provisional
ballots cast - in this election than in any election in Maryland. Figure 4 below shows the
percentage of accepted in full29, accepted in part30, and rejected provisional ballots since the 2012
Primary Election.31

Figure 4: Percentage of Provisional Ballots by Canvassing Outcome
Over time, the most common reasons why provisional ballots are rejected in a general election
are: (1) the voter is not registered to vote; (2) the voter already voted; and (3) the voter did not
A provisional ballot is accepted in full if the voter is registered to vote and votes the ballot associated with
the voter’s residential address. Of the 112,162 provisional ballots cast in this election, 95,391 were accepted
in full.
30
A provisional ballot is accepted in part if the voter is registered to vote but votes a ballot that is not
associated with the voter’s residential address. The local boards accept this ballot and count votes for
contests for which the voter is eligible to vote. All statewide contests would be counted, but a vote for a
candidate for Congress would only count if the voter lives in that Congressional District. Of the 112,162
provisional ballots cast in this election, 13,087 were accepted in part.
31
The rejection rate for provisional ballots in primary elections is higher than general elections since many
voters who vote a provisional ballot in a primary election requested a ballot for a political party with which
they are n
 ot affiliated. In a general election, all voters receive the same ballot. Party affiliation is irrelevant.
29
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sign the oath on the provisional ballot application.32 Figure 5 shows the percentage of ballots
rejected for these reasons in general elections since 2012.

Figure 5: Percentage of Rejected Provisional Ballots in General Elections Rejected for the
Three Most Common Rejection Reasons
Requiring voters who have already voted or issued a mail-in ballot to vote a provisional ballot
ensures that each voter only votes once. The provisional ballot is counted as long as the voter
does not also vote and return the requested mail-in ballot. If the voter voted and returned the
mail-in ballot and also voted a provisional ballot in this election, the mail-in ballot was counted
and the provisional ballot was rejected.33
State and local election officials expected the increase in the percentage of provisional ballots
rejected because the voter had already voted. This increase is attributed to mailing to all eligible
voters the form to request a mail-in ballot and voters completing and returning the form but then
deciding to vote in person.34 SBE’s voter education campaign included explaining that voters who
received a mail-in ballot but decided to vote in person would be required to vote a provisional
ballot.
This is required by Election Law Article, §11-303(d)(2)(ii).
Counting the mail-in ballot was authorized by an emergency change to Regulation 33.11.06.04C. The State
Board approved this emergency change at its September 4, 2020 meeting. The emergency change was
effective on October 13, 2020 and expired on December 31, 2020. Notice of the emergency change was
published in the November 6, 2020 issue of the Maryland Register ( Vol. 47, Issue 23).
34
Anticipating this outcome, State and local election officials included on the form to request a mail-in ballot
the following statement: If you request a mail-in ballot and decide to vote in person, you will have to vote a
provisional ballot.
32
33
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These three most common rejection reasons were not, however, the most common rejection
reasons in this election. Figure 6 shows the top eight reasons why provisional ballots were
rejected in the November 3 election.

Figure 6: Top 8 Reasons for Rejected Provisional Ballots in the 2020 General Election
With the introduction of same day registration, provisional ballots are no longer issued because
someone is not registered to vote; the individual can register and vote at a voting location. This
change is responsible for the disappearance of that rejection reason from Figure 5. The most
common rejection reason in this election was that the voter had already voted or been issued a
ballot - 37.5% of the rejected provisional ballots were rejected for this reason. As explained
above, this is because voters voted and returned the mail-in ballot (which was counted) and then
decided to vote in person.35 Further analysis will be conducted into the provisional ballots
rejected because the individual using the same day registration process to register and vote did
not provide proof of residency to determine what actions can be taken to reduce the number of
provisional ballots rejected for this reason.

State and local election officials anticipated this outcome and included on the form to request a mail-in
ballot the following statement: If you request a mail-in ballot and decide to vote in person, you will have to
vote a provisional ballot.
35
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Considerations for Future Elections
The election day vote center model worked well for this election. If this becomes the permanent
model for election day voting, State and local election officials will analyze the number and
placement of these vote centers, review the types of facilities used, and identify preferred
features.
Further analysis will be conducted into the provisional ballots rejected because the individual
using the same day registration process to register and vote did not provide proof of residency to
determine what actions can be taken to reduce the number of provisional ballots rejected for this
reason.

Vote by Mail
The 2020 elections saw Maryland transition to elections with significantly more voters voting by
mail. The June 2 election was Maryland’s first statewide vote-by-mail election, and the November
3 election saw about one-half of participating voters deciding to vote by mail.36 Before these
elections, the most ballots sent to voters were 225,000 ballots in the 2016 General Election.

The Request Process
Unlike the June 2 election when ballots were mailed automatically to all eligible voters, voters who
wished to vote by mail had to request a mail-in ballot. To facilitate this process and in response to
the Governor’s July 8 letter, SBE contracted with a mailhouse to produce and mail to eligible voters
the application to request a mail-in ballot and a postage paid return envelope to return the
completed application.37 The vendor mailed approximately 4 million application forms on August
24 and 25.
While planning for this mailing, State and local election officials were also preparing to set up a
data processing center to process the large number of expected requests. The Maryland
Department of Transportation - Motor Vehicle Administration (MVA) provided computers and

The special general election for the 7th Congressional District was primarily a vote-by-mail election. In
that election, over 157,000 voters participated and 99.3% voted by mail. 1,000 voters voted in-person at one
of the three election day vote centers.
37
Applications were not sent to voters who had already requested a mail-in ballot and the request had been
processed by their local board of elections.
36
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space at its Glen Burnie facility38, and the Department of Budget Management (DBM) assisted SBE
with recruiting and hiring temporary employees to staff the data processing center. Under the
guidance of local election officials supervising the work at the data processing center, the
individuals working at this data processing center processed almost 172,000 requests for mail-in
ballots. This effort would not have been possible without the assistance provided by MVA and
DBM.
Because of the significant data processing by the local boards and the data processing center at
MVA, voters who requested a mail-in ballot were able to receive it in time to vote and return it. A
similar processing plan will be required for any election in which applications for a mail-in ballot
are mailed to requesting voters.

Preparing and Sending Ballot Packets
The 2020 elections were the first statewide elections in which postage for returning voted ballots
was pre-paid. In previous elections, voters affixed postage to return voted ballots, but the
enactment of Chapters 36 and 37 of the 2020 Laws of Maryland meant that State and local
governments paid the postage to return voted ballots.39 Election officials were already using USPS’
Intelligent Mail Barcodes, which enable timely and accurate tracking of mail pieces, but before the
June 2 election, some local election officials needed to establish a business reply permit for use on
the return envelopes. These permits were also used for the November 3 election.
In response to the issues experienced in the June 2 election40, SBE used another mailhouse to
produce, insert, and mail ballots for the November 3 election. Ballots packets to requesting
military and overseas voters were mailed by the federal deadline41, and on September 24, mailings
to requesting domestic, civilian voters began. Over a six day period, more than 750,000 ballot
packets were mailed. Frequent mailings occurred through October 26, when the local boards
began mailing packets. In total, the mailhouse produced and mailed over 1.5 million ballot
packets over a 37-day period.
The vendor and State and local election officials worked closely with USPS representatives to
deliver blank ballots and later, the return voted ballots. The USPS was responsive in assisting
State and local election officials finding and delivering delayed ballot packets.

The University of Maryland Global Campus (UMGC) offered a facility for a second data processing center,
but this second center was not used for this election.
39
Chapters 36 and 37 did not require prepaid postage for ballots delivered electronically.
40
SBE’s report on the June 2 election i dentified various issues with the production and mailing of ballots for
this election. S
 ee pages 11-12.
41
See footnote 9.
38
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SBE also delivered blank ballots electronically to requesting voters.42 These voters - 9.7% of all
voters who requested a mail-in ballot - received an email when their ballots are ready and access
and print their ballots from an SBE system. 62% of voters who printed their ballots from this
system printed a blank ballot and marked their ballots by hand, while the remaining voters used
the system’s online ballot marking tool to mark their ballots.43 Since voted ballots cannot be
returned electronically, voters who received their blank ballot electronically must print and return
their voted ballot by mail or at a ballot drop off box.

Returning Voted Ballots
Almost 89% of voters who requested a mail-in ballot returned it. This is the highest rate of
return since the 2008 General Election, when the return rate was 90%.
The process of returning ballots was made easier by the increased number of ballot drop off
locations across the State. There were 321 ballot drop off locations across the State. In many
ways, the ballot drop off boxes became the image of the 2020 elections44 and voters clearly liked
the alternate way to return their voted ballots.
State and local election officials developed procedures to ensure the security of ballots in the
ballot drop off boxes. All of the ballot drop off boxes were under 24/7 surveillance, and some
local boards arranged for increased patrolling and monitoring by local law enforcement. The local
boards retrieved ballots at least once a day and followed detailed procedures when collecting and
transporting voted ballots to the local board.45
The table below shows the percentage of ballots returned at a ballot drop off box by county. The
number in parentheses is the number of ballot drop off locations available in that jurisdiction.

Electronic delivery of blank ballots is required by both federal and State law. The federal Military and
Overseas Voter Empowerment Act (42 U.S.C. 1973ff-1) requires electronic delivery for military and overseas
voters, and Election Law Article, § 9-306(b) allows any voter requesting a mail-in ballot to request electronic
delivery of a blank ballot.
43
The online ballot marking tool allows voters to make their selections on a computer and print a ballot with
the voter’s selections marked. This tool allows most voters with disabilities to vote independently and
privately.
44
Images of the ballot drop off boxes are in Appendix 4.
45
The procedures required that the person collecting the voted ballots be a sworn election official, have a
criminal background check on file (unless the individuals collecting the ballot was a member of the local
board of elections), and display a State or county ID. When retrieving ballots, the election official verified
that the numbered seals on the box matched the seal numbers recorded on a chain of custody report and
recorded the number of removed ballots. The receiving official verified the number of ballots received and
stored the voted ballots in a secure location at the local board.
42
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Percentage of Ballots Received at a Ballot Drop Off Box
Allegany (2)

44.86%

Harford (5)

67.45%

Anne Arundel (32)

71.25%

Howard (9)

68.90%

Baltimore City (32)

62.28%

Kent (2)

61.46%

Baltimore County (44)

68.12%

Montgomery (50)

71.75%

Calvert (7)

61.28%

Prince George's (42)

74.18%

Caroline (2)

49.59%

Queen Anne's (2)

64.16%

Carroll (6)

67.20%

Saint Mary's (11)

50.00%

Cecil (6)

61.11%

Somerset (3)

36.04%

Charles (6)

74.35%

Talbot (2)

70.46%

Dorchester (1)

42.59%

Washington (4)

52.55%

Frederick (8)

71.82%

Wicomico (4)

53.05%

Garrett (2)

42.17%

Worcester (2)

47.58%

Statewide

68.69%

Table 2: Percentage of Ballots Returned at a Ballot Drop Off Box
Based on their use in the June 2 election, it was clear that additional ballot drop off boxes would
benefit more voters and provide more options for returning voted ballots. Immediately after the
June 2 election, SBE ordered over 200 more ballot drop boxes for the November 3 election. These
extra boxes meant that there would be a ballot drop off box at each early voting center and local
board office46, and many local boards had additional boxes to place at locations throughout their
jurisdiction.
Based on a preliminary analysis, the cost of the ballot drop off boxes themselves was more than
offset by the costs associated with paying postage to return about 1 million ballots.47 There are,
however, other costs associated with the ballot drop off boxes, including expenses related to
providing 24/7 security and retrieving voted ballots from the boxes for up to five weeks.48
Due to the geography and population density, the Garrett County Board of Elections did not have a ballot
drop off box at their office. Garrett County had two early voting centers, and ballot drop off boxes were
located at both centers.
47
The average cost to return a voted ballot is $1.00. The total cost for the 270 ballot drop off boxes was
$467,833.
48
The first delivery of ballot drop off boxes was September 28 - 30. Some jurisdictions were able to use
county employees to retrieve ballots, while other jurisdictions hired individuals to perform these tasks. In
some jurisdictions, the local government assigned employees who were unable to work due to the
pandemic to the local board. These individuals performed many tasks to support the election, including
helping retrieve ballots from ballot drop off boxes.
46
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Before the 2022 elections, State and local election officials will review the usage of each ballot
drop off box and determine whether the locations of the ballot drop off boxes should be changed.

Counting Ballots
For both elections in 2020, there were exponentially more ballots to count than a traditional
election.49 To assist with this process, State and local election officials procured equipment (such
as ballot joggers and electric envelope openers) to make the organizing and opening of the
envelopes more efficient.
The local boards were authorized to start counting ballots on October 1 but were required to
embargo the results until voting ended on election day. Although all of the local boards started
counting ballots before election day, the local boards counted a significant number of ballots after
election day. This meant that, for at least a few contests, the “winners” were not known until after
election day.
State law requires that the counting of ballots be accessible to the public. In response to the
public health emergency, many of the facilities in which the local boards count ballots were closed
to the public. This meant that public access to the canvassing of ballots was provided via live
steam. For those facilities where the public could not observe the canvass in person, local election
officials provided the public with access to view the canvassing process and view and listen to
discussions of the local boards of canvassers.50
The table below provides county-level data about the number of ballots sent and the percentage
of those ballots that were voted and returned to the local boards. It also shows the percentage of
the received ballots that were accepted and rejected.51
County

Ballots
Sent

Percentage of
Ballots Received

Percentage of
Ballots Accepted

Percentage of
Ballots Rejected

10,018

89.94%

99.79%

0.21%

Anne Arundel

167,766

88.94%

99.78%

0.22%

Baltimore City

163,139

84.72%

99.58%

0.42%

Allegany

For example, the local boards canvassed over 175,000 ballots in the 2016 General Election.
The local boards convene as the local boards of canvassers to count ballots.
51
This information for prior elections is available in SBE’s “Press Room” on its website. S
 ee
https://elections.maryland.gov/press_room/index.html.
49
50
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240,346

88.61%

99.73%

0.27%

23,151

91.20%

99.84%

0.16%

4,279

85.44%

99.70%

0.30%

Carroll

39,636

91.12%

99.77%

0.23%

Cecil

16,368

86.83%

99.76%

0.24%

Charles

46,045

88.06%

99.83%

0.17%

5,724

86.32%

99.64%

0.36%

70,167

89.88%

99.76%

0.24%

Garrett

4,155

88.21%

99.86%

0.14%

Harford

56,126

88.24%

99.68%

0.32%

Howard

110,805

90.09%

99.84%

0.16%

4,414

89.42%

99.87%

0.13%

Montgomery

386,161

90.31%

99.79%

0.21%

Prince George’s

275,344

87.32%

99.78%

0.22%

Queen Anne’s

10,219

86.50%

99.82%

0.18%

St. Mary’s

24,314

89.95%

99.89%

0.11%

Somerset

2,837

83.89%

99.79%

0.21%

Talbot

10,075

90.26%

99.80%

0.20%

Washington

24,775

88.32%

99.64%

0.36%

Wicomico

17,383

86.95%

99.83%

0.17%

Worcester

11,529

86.37%

99.72%

0.28%

Statewide

1,724,776

88.61%

99.76%

0.24%

Baltimore County
Calvert
Caroline

Dorchester
Frederick

Kent

Table 3: Ballots Sent, Received, Accepted and Rejected
As shown in Table 3, the vast majority of ballots returned by mail - 99.76% - were counted. The
overall acceptance rate for the November 3 election was the highest percentage since 2006, when
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SBE began reporting this type of data. The average acceptance rate since the 2012 Primary
Election is 97.97%.
Under State law and regulations, there are fourteen reasons why ballots cannot be accepted and
counted, but the two most common reasons are the ballot is late for the election52 and the voter
did not sign the oath on the return envelope. Figure 7 below shows the percentage of ballots
rejected for the two most common rejection reasons over time.

Figure 7: Percentage of Mail-In Ballots Rejected for 2 Most Common Rejection Reasons53
The percentage of ballots rejected for being late decreased by 35% from the average percentage
of rejected, untimely ballots since the 2012 Primary Election and decreased by 60% from the 2020
Primary Election54. This significant decrease is the result of the public education campaign and its
emphasis on the timely return of voted ballots and the use of ballot drop off boxes, which enabled
voters to bypass the United States Postal System and ensure timely delivery of their voted ballots.

A ballot is late for an election if the ballot is: (1) postmarked after election day; or (2) received after 10 am
on the second Friday after the election. S
 ee Regulation 33.11.03.08 of the Code of Maryland Regulations.
53
A comparison of the rejection reasons by ballot type - mail-in voting and vote-by-mail - shows more
mail-in ballots (11.51% of rejected mail-in ballots) were rejected due to no signature than vote-by-mail
ballots (9.34% of rejected vote-by-mail ballots.) A similar comparison for ballots rejected for being late
shows the opposite; that is, more vote-by-mail ballots (87.27% pf rejected vote-by-mail ballots) were rejected
for being late than mail-in ballots (82.35% of rejected mail-in ballots).
54
Since the 2012 Primary Election, the percentage of ballots rejected because they were late varies
significantly; the percentage ranges from 36% in the 2016 General Election to 81% in the 2018 Primary
Election. The average of elections between the 2012 Primary Election and the 2018 General Election is 64%.
In the 2020 Primary Election, 87% of the rejected ballots were rejected because they were late.
52
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Because many voters in Maryland were voting by mail for the first time, the State Board instructed
the local boards to contact voters who submitted a ballot that did not include a signature on the
return envelope. This process meant that hundreds of voters were able to provide a signed oath
and have their ballots be accepted and counted.
While Figure 7 shows an increase in the percentage of ballots rejected because the oath was not
signed, this increase is merely the result of a significant decrease in the number of ballots rejected
because the voted ballot was not timely received. Of the 1.5 million ballots returned for counting,
only 1,552 ballots - 0.102% - of all ballots returned for counting - were rejected for not having a
signed oath.

Considerations for Future Elections
For future elections, State and local election officials will:
1. Document the process to establish a data processing center and plan to implement one for
any election where a significant number of voters are expected to request a mail-in ballot.
2. Continue SBE’s expanded team to manage the mailhouse contract and process and
evaluate if additional support is needed.
3. For future primary elections, review information printed on the voter’s return envelope and
print only the information that is necessary for processing.
4. Continue to mail ballots at least 30 days before the election. This provides sufficient time
for the USPS to deliver ballots and for voters to review their ballots, vote their ballots, and
timely return their voted ballots. This window also provides time for election officials to
send replacement ballots if the voter did not receive or made a mistake when marking the
initial ballot.
5. Research options to provide voters with the ability to track their ballots. USPS data is
currently available to election officials but not to voters. This information would enable
voters to obtain this information without needing to contact an election official. Ideally,
voters and election officials would view real-time data.
6. Continue to use an envelope design that prevents a voter’s signature from being visible
while the voted ballot is in transit to the local board.
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7. Continue to conduct a voter education campaign on how and when to return voted ballots
and the importance of voters signing the oath on the return envelope.
8. Review the usage and location of ballot drop off boxes to guide the number and placement
of ballot drop off boxes for future elections.
9. Codify the process of contacting voters who returned a voted ballot without signing the
oath and obtaining a signed oath.55
10. Review other government sources for updating voter registration data and if other trusted
government sources are identified, work with the Maryland General Assembly to allow the
use of this data for future elections.
Since local election officials were able to start counting ballots before election day in both the
2020 Primary and General Elections, there were meaningful election results available election
night. Since this change was authorized by the Governor’s election-related proclamations, the
ability to count ballots before election day will not continue beyond the current state of
emergency unless there is a change to Election Law Article, §11-302(b).56

Election Results and Audits
Election Results
Reporting unofficial, election night results is a collaborative effort between State and local election
officials. When pollworkers return critical election supplies after voting is over, local election
officials load into a secure database the memory devices from the scanners that tabulate ballots
at voting locations. Once the results are transferred from the memory devices into the database,
State election officials have a secure way to transfer these unofficial results to a State server for
posting to the website. The website updates every time new results files are received.

House BIll 57 of the 2021 Legislative Session includes a requirement that the local boards try to contact a
voter who returned a voted mail-in ballot without a signed oath. SBE has the authority under Election Law
Article, §§ 2-101(b)(4) and 9-303(a) to adopt regulations requiring the local boards to do this.
56
Election Law Article, §11-302(b)(1) prohibits a local board from opening a return envelope with a voted
mail-in ballot inside before 8 am on the Wednesday after election day. House Bill 341 of the 2021 Legislative
Session would authorize a local board to start opening returning envelopes 14 days before election day.
55
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Election results are not typically released until all voters in line at 8 pm are inside a voting room.
This is to ensure that unofficial election results do not influence voters’ decisions to vote or for
whom they wish to vote.
Since there were voting locations that were open after 8 pm on November 3, the State Board
posted on its website results for local offices and the local boards were authorized to release the
same results and linked to the State Board’s results webpage. Results for federal and State offices,
however, were held until all voters were inside a voting room. Because of the lines at some vote
centers, federal and State results were posted about 10:41 pm.
Unofficial results from election day voting in five jurisdictions - Baltimore City and Anne Arundel,
Baltimore, Montgomery and Prince George’s Counties - were not available for release on election
night. When uploading results from a scanner to the central results database, the database
software scans the data to look for ballots from each precinct in the jurisdiction. If a precinct does
not have ballots on the thumb drive, the database notifies the election official transferring results
that there are no ballots from a specific precinct. The election official must confirm that, for each
precinct without ballots, it is acceptable to proceed and the results can be transferred.
This alert occasionally appears during early voting, but because there are eight days of early
voting, the number of precincts without ballots is generally less. There is also more time to upload
early voting results, and therefore there is not a delay in reporting those results. However, the
move to voting centers for one day of voting (election day) meant that there would be more
precincts without ballots on each thumb drive, more alerts for election officials to acknowledge,
and more time to transfer the results from the thumb drive to the central database. The process
of responding to the alert and transferring results was taking around eight to ten minutes per
stick, instead of the normal two to three minutes. For some of the larger jurisdictions, this was a
significant delay.
Upon learning of the delay and cause, SBE contacted the vendor who shared a work around to
reduce the time to respond to the alert and transfer the results. Using the workaround, the local
boards in Anne Arundel and Montgomery Counties finished transferring unofficial election day
results on November 4, and the Baltimore City Board of Elections and the local boards in
Baltimore and Prince George’s Counties finished on November 5. This issue did not delay
reporting of unofficial results from early voting, results from mail-in voting, and election day
results for the other 19 local jurisdictions.
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The 2020 General Election was the first election where precinct-level results were provided for
ballots cast during early voting, mail-in ballots, and provisional ballots. While the results were not
immediately available57, they were posted on SBE’s website the first week of December.

Post-Election Audits
There are three types of post-election audits performed after each general election - (1) a
comprehensive audit of critical election processes and equipment; (2) an independent automated
tabulation audit; and (3) a manual tabulation audit that both verify that the voting system counted
the ballots properly.

Comprehensive Audit
The goal of the comprehensive audit is to verify that an election is fair and accessible for all voters
and the integrity of the election process can be established and is accomplished by ensuring that
the local boards are adequately performing tasks as required by State law and regulations.
After each election, SBE conducts the comprehensive audit and sends to each local board an audit
report. Findings from inquiries will determine the local boards’ compliance with election laws and
regulations prior to and following elections. The audits are conducted by reviewing data and
information in State databases or documents submitted by the local boards. In addition, SBE may
inspect records, observe office operations, observe voting equipment testing, and attend and
evaluate election judges’ training.
The comprehensive audit has three main topics – voting system, polling place operations, and
canvassing and post-election audits and reconciliation – with areas of inquiry for each topic. The
status of several critical audits are below.
1.


Compare

the number of ballots received by a local board against the number of ballots
presented for counting.
This audit is performed by comparing the number of ballots received by a local board
against the number of ballots the local board of canvassers counted during the canvassing
process. The “received” data is exported from the database used to manage the mail-in
ballot process, and the number of ballots presented for canvassing is obtained from the
local boards’ canvassing minutes.

Precinct-level results cannot be provided publicly until the vendor performing the automated ballot
tabulation audit has completed its tabulation of the ballot images. S
 ee pages 26-28 of this report for more
information about this audit.
57
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The local boards are in the process of approving their canvassing minutes and once
approved, will submit them to SBE. This audit cannot be completed until the canvassing
minutes are approved by the local boards and submitted to SBE for comparison against
the number of ballots received.
2.

Compare

the number of ballots presented each day for counting against the number of
ballots that were accepted and rejected that day
When ballots are presented to the local board of canvassers, the local board follows the
requirements of State law and regulations when deciding to either accept or reject ballots.
The number of accepted ballots and rejected ballots, as well as the reasons for rejections,
are recorded in both the canvassing minutes and the database used to manage the mail-in
ballot process. As part of the comprehensive audit, the number of ballots presented for
counting as recorded in the minutes is compared against the number of ballots accepted
and rejected in the database.
This audit cannot be completed until canvassing minutes are approved by the local boards
and submitted to SBE for comparison against the data in the database.

3.

Compare

the number of ballots and election results by scanner against the number of
ballots and results in the attributable to that scanner in the voting system’s central
database
Called the vote system verification audit, this audit demonstrates that results in the voting
system’s central database and results printed by the scanners are the same. After each
election, the local boards verify the voting system's vote-counting capabilities by auditing
the aggregated number of ballots scanned and results from all scanners used on election
day and a randomly selected day of the canvass against the results for the same scanners
as reported by the voting system’s central database. Any discrepancies between the
scanners and the central database must be investigated.
For the November 3 election, no discrepancies between the voting system and the results
printed by the scanners have been identified.
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Independent Ballot Tabulation Audit
Following the November 3 election, SBE conducted automated ballot tabulation audits in each
jurisdiction to verify the accuracy of the voting system’s results.58 A post-election tabulation audit
is not a canvass or a recount; it is used to verify that the voting system accurately tallied votes and
that the winners of each contest were called correctly. For this election, SBE contracted with The
Clear Ballot Group, a Boston-based elections technology company.
The post-election tabulation audit is conducted using ballot images. Using ballot images allows
election officials to maximize the technological functions of the voting system while minimizing
human error and eliminating chain of custody issues by using securely stored ballot images,
rather than voted paper ballots. The use of ballot images removes the need for election officials
to physically handle or count voted ballots unless a petition for a recount or other judicial
challenge is granted.
To conduct this audit, the local boards transmit all of the ballot images to Clear Ballot, and Clear
Ballot retabulates them. Clear Ballot then compares their results against the results generated by
the voting system and identifies any differences. SBE previously established that an unexplained
discrepancy greater than 0.5% between the two sets of results for any given contest would trigger
additional auditing before the local board could certify the election.59
With this audit, State and local election officials and other interested individuals can sort contests,
ballot, and precinct reports, review images of contests and ballots, and provide detailed
information about how each ballot image was adjudicated.
Audit Process
The local boards first sent Clear Ballot the images of mail-in ballots that were counted prior to
election day, all early voting ballots, and all ballots cast and counted at vote centers on November
3. This was Phase 1. When Clear Ballot received the ballot images, Clear Ballot:
●
●
●
●
●

Transferred the ballot images into an audit database for that jurisdiction;
Tabulated the ballot images from Phase 1;
Resolved unreadable ballots;
Performed an audit database review; and
Sent to the State Board a Preliminary Statement of Votes Cast.

Once the Preliminary Statement of Votes Cast was received, SBE provided Clear Ballot with
election results from mail-in ballots that were counted prior to election day, all early voting
58
59

This audit is required by Election Law Article, §11-309 after each statewide primary and general election.
See R
 egulation 33.08.05.08C of the Code of Maryland Regulations.
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ballots, and all ballots cast and counted at vote centers on November 3. The delay in sending the
Phase 1 results is intentional. It creates a “blind” audit, which means that Clear Ballot provides its
results without knowing the results from the voting system. Clear Ballot uses the results from
Phase 1 to create various reports comparing the two sets of results.
After the remaining mail-in ballots and provisional ballots were counted, the local boards sent
Clear Ballot images of all ballots. This is Phase 2 of the audit. Clear Ballot tabulated these ballot
images, resolved unreadable ballots, and generated a Comparison of Votes Cast for all ballots cast
in the election.
Reports Produced by Clear Ballot
Clear Ballot produces for each county four audit reports.
●

●

●

●

Comparison of Cards Cast for by Counter Group: This report compares the number of
ballots counted on election day, mail-in ballots, and provisional ballots against the
number of ballots tabulated by Clear Ballot. This ensures that the same number of
ballots was tabulated by both systems.
Comparison of Ballots Cast by Precinct: This report compares the number of ballots cast
in each precinct60 against the number of ballots tabulated during the audit. This is
another way to ensure that the same number of ballots are tabulated by both systems.
Comparison of Votes Cast: This report compares for each contest the results from the
voting system against the audit results and identifies possible discrepancies by
candidate.
Contest Vote Discrepancy Threshold Report: This report shows – by contest – the
number of vote differences between the two systems and the vote difference as a
percentage.

Results of Independent, Automated Tabulation Audit
The completed audits show there are no variances greater than 0.5% between the voting system
results and the audit results.61

Manual Audit
Section 11-309 of the Election Law Article requires a manual audit of voted ballots after each
general election. The manual audit must be completed within 120 days of the election. For
this election, the manual audits must be complete by March 3, 2020.
Although voting did not occur at precincts for the November 3 election, precinct-level results were still
tabulated. Each voters’ precinct was identified by a ballot style number, which the voting system identified.
61
Results from the post-election ballot tabulation audit are available at
https://elections.maryland.gov/voting_system/ballot_audit_plan_automated.html
60
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For this election, the audited contest is President and Vice-President, the only statewide
contest in this election, and the audit includes ballots from election day, early voting, mail-in
voting, and provisional voting. The local boards will manually count votes for President and
Vice-President on the ballots selected for the manual audit.
Ballots Cast During Early Voting
The number of ballots to audit is based on 1% of the statewide total of early voting from the
2016 General Election, including at least a minimum number of early votes in each county.
While the members of the State Board randomly select the early voting centers to audit, it
delegated this duty to staff due to the pandemic. On October 23, staff randomly selected an
early voting center for each county with more than one early voting center.62 The actual
number of ballots audited will be the number of ballots scanned on one or two scanners in the
selected early voting center at the end of Day 1 of early voting.
Ballots Cast During Election Day
The statute requires that ballots from at least 2% of election day vote centers be audited, with
a minimum number of at least one election day vote center per local jurisdiction. On
November 13, the Chairman, Vice-Chairman, and staff met to randomly select one election day
vote center in each county to audit. The ballots cast at that election day vote center will be
manually audited.
Mail-in Ballots
The number of mail-in ballots to audit is based on 1% of the mail-in ballots cast in the 2016
General Election.63 Each local board randomly selected the ballots to be audited from different
precincts. On the first day of each local board’s mail-in ballot canvass, the local boards scanned
the ballots selected for the audit and printed the results. The results and selected ballots are
then securely stored until the local board prepares for the audit.
Provisional Ballots
The number of provisional ballots to audit is based on 1% of the provisional ballots cast in the
2016 General Election.64 The local boards randomly selected the provisional ballots to be
audited. The selected provisional ballot applications must be from at least three precincts,
have a staff recommendation of “accept in full,” and not be a provisional ballot application
generated by the same day registration or address change process.

If a county only had one early voting, that early voting center was selected.
If 1% of the mail-in (or absentee) ballots cast in the 2016 General Election is less than 15 ballots, the local
board must manually audit 15 mail-in ballots from the 2020 General Election.
64
If 1% of the provisional ballots cast in the 2020 General Election is less than 15 ballots, the local boards
must manually audit 15 provisional ballots.
62
63
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During each local board’s provisional canvass, the ballots selected for the audit were scanned
and results were printed. The results and selected ballots are then securely stored until the
local board prepares for the audit.
Performing the Audit
The local boards must complete the manual audit within 120 days of the general election and
provide ten day notice to the State Administrator, the chairs of the local political parties, and
the public of the date on which the audit will be conducted.
Report
Within 14 days of the completion of the manual audits, SBE will publish a report of its findings.
This report will be posted on the B
 allot Audit Plan page of SBE’s website.65

Considerations for Future Elections
State and local election officials will continue to release results from local contests when all
voters in that jurisdiction are inside the voting locations but withhold results from federal and
state contests until all voters in the State are inside the voting locations.

Looking to 2022 and Future Elections
Throughout this report, there are considerations for future elections. Some of these
considerations can be undertaken by State and local election officials, while others require action
by the Maryland General Assembly. As election officials are preparing for the 2022 elections,
these considerations will be incorporated into the planning and decision-making process.

65

This page is available at https://elections.maryland.gov/voting_system/ballot_audit_plan_automated.html
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Turnout Information
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Appendix 2: Timeline of Key Dates
●

June 2, 2020: Primary Election Day

●

June 3, 2020: In a press conference, Governor Hogan requests that the State
Administrator “...prepare a full and complete report to [Governor Hogan], the Board
of Public Works, the Secretary of State, the presiding officers of the Maryland
General Assembly, and to the public, no later than July 3.”66

●

June 30, 2020: In an emergency meeting, the members of the State Board voted on
possible options for conducting the November 3 election, but did not come to a
unanimous decision. The members directed staff to update the draft report on the
June 2 election to reflect the members’ preferences.

●

July 3, 2020: The State Board submitted to the Governor a comprehensive report of
the June 2 election.

●

July 8, 2020: Governor Hogan released a letter67 stating that the November 3 election
would be conducted as a traditional election - that is, with in-person voting at early
voting centers and election day voting at neighborhood polling places and mail-in voting
for voters who needed or preferred to vote a mail-in ballot. Additionally, he requested
that SBE send to all eligible voters the application to request a mail-in ballot and make
every effort to promote early voting, voting by mail, and voting at off-peak times.
Governor Hogan also committed to encouraging State employees to serve as election
judges and provide personal protective equipment for election officials and election
judges.

●

July 23, 2020: At the monthly meeting of the State Board, David Garreis, President of
the Maryland Association of Election Officials (MAEO) President and Deputy Director
for the Anne Arundel County Board of Elections, addressed the Board regarding the
shortage of election judges. He urged the members to support MAEO and appeal to
the Governor to amend his Order of July 8 and allow for the use of county-wide vote
centers on election day, in lieu of polling places. Mr. Cogan accepted Mr. Garreis’
offer to provide weekly numbers of election judges and vacancies.

66

https://governor.maryland.gov/2020/06/03/governor-hogan-addresses-peaceful-protests-in-baltimore-city-c
alls-for-full-and-complete-review-of-primary-election/
67

This and other letters referenced in this section are included in Appendix 5.
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●

August 3, 2020: In a letter, Governor Hogan requested an update on the application
mailing to eligible voters and a plan to conduct the November 3 election.

●

August 4, 2020: In response to the Governor’s letter dated August 3, 2020, SBE outlined
in a letter all of the steps necessary to mail applications to almost 4 million voters,
election officials’ efforts to establish a data processing center to process the large
number of applications expected, and State Board members’ consideration of requests
from the local boards to consolidate voting locations.

●

August 5, 2020: At this meeting of the State Board, Mr. Garreis, on behalf of MAEO,
made the following requests: (1) the use of election day vote centers; (2) a
centralized vote by mail application processing center; (3) permission for the local
boards to begin canvassing vote by mail ballots 30 days before election day; and (4)
moving forward by one week the deadline to request a mail-in ballot.
Mr. Garreis stated MAEO was unanimous in its support of these requests. In
response and under the authority granted to the Board in the Governor’s
Proclamation dated June 19, 2020, the members approved changing the deadline to
request a mail in mail from October 27 to October 20.

68

●

August 6, 2020: Governor Hogan sent a letter restating his direction to send to all
eligible voters a form to request a mail-in ballot, recruit and train election judges,
and open early voting centers and offer “robust” election day voting options.

●

August 7, 2020: At this meeting, the State Board voted to send to the Governor a
request to exercise his authority to establish election day vote centers equal to or
greater than the number of public high schools and early voting centers.

●

August 9, 2020: The Chairman of the State Board sent to the Governor a letter
stating the members’ unanimous approval of the use of vote centers on election day
and preference to place the election day vote centers in facilities used as existing
early voting centers and public high schools in each jurisdiction. The letter
requested that the Governor authorize the use of vote centers on election day,
extend to election day vote centers laws applicable to polling places, and suspend
certain provisions that only apply to polling place based voting.

●

August 10, 2020: Governor Hogan issued a proclamation68 granting the Board the
authority to create election day vote centers. The proclamation also required
compliance with public health guidance and maximum notice to voters about the

This proclamation is in Appendix 5 immediately following the Governor’s letter dated August 10.
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use of election day vote centers and other voting locations, systems, and
procedures.
●

August 12, 2020: At this meeting, under the authority granted to the Board in the
Governor’s August 10 Proclamation, the members voted to establish October 26
through November 2 as the dates for early voting. The Board also voted to direct
SBE staff to work with the local boards to develop a list of proposed vote centers for
approval by the State Board, and determine dates for canvassing.
The Board also voted to adopt emergency regulations to: (1) allow for the remote
training of election judges; (2) suspend the requirement that the members of the
local boards be present at all times during the multi-day canvass; (3) amend the
requirement that all mail-in ballots be date stamped upon receipt at the local board;
(4) allow for mail-in ballots to be returned at designated ballot drop off boxes and
specified that ballots returned to drop boxes are timely if they are returned by 8
p.m. on election day; and (5) remove the requirement that local board staff be
physically present to open or close a vote center but instead be available remotely
as needed.

●

August 19, 2020: At this meeting, the State Board voted to: (1) direct the local boards
to provide numbers for election judges required and election judge slots filled for
early voting and election day for each category of election judge; and (2) direct SBE
staff to submit a budget appropriation to DBM for the State to pay for the local
boards’ share of postage for the mail-in ballot applications. Additionally, under the
authority granted to the State Board in the Governor’s June 19 Proclamation, the
Board voted to allow local boards to begin canvassing ballots no earlier than
October 1, 2020. Finally, the Board voted to approve a new location for the early
voting center in Worcester County, and approved election day vote centers in
Allegany and Dorchester Counties.

●

August 28, 2020: At this meeting, under the authority granted to the State Board in
the Governor’s June 19 Executive Order, the Board voted to approve emergency
regulations to allow a local board to change the location of or establish a new early
voting center if: (1) a previously approved center is no longer available; (2) a local
board determines that there is a more suitable location; and (3) a local board
approves an early voting center authorized under Election Law Article,
§10-301.1(b)(7). Additionally, the Board voted to approve new early voting centers,
election day vote centers, and additional ballot marking devices for the following
local boards:
○

Early Voting Centers: Anne Arundel, Baltimore, Charles, Howard, Prince
George’s, Saint Mary's, and Somerset Counties.
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○

Election Day Vote Centers: Anne Arundel, Baltimore, Caroline, Charles,
Garrett, Harford, Howard, Kent, Montgomery, Prince George’s, Saint Mary’s,
Somerset, Talbot, Washington, and Wicomico Counties.

○

Additional Ballot Marking Devices: Allegany, Caroline, Cecil, Dorchester,
Frederick, Montgomery, Queen Anne’s, Somerset, Talbot, Washington, and
Worcester Counties.

Finally, the Board voted to extend SBE Policy 2020-01 – Electronic Signature
Acceptance for petitions through January 13, 2021.
●

September 3, 2020: SBE authorized ballot printers to start printing ballots.

●

September 4, 2020: At this meeting, the Board approved emergency regulations
that: (1) defined when a local board can use a single individual to verify the
timeliness of a mail-in ballot, the presence of a signed oath, opening the return
envelope, and determining whether the ballot can be scanned; (2) aligned the start
of canvassing to the action the State Board took at its August 19, 2020 meeting
allowing local boards to start canvassing ballots no earlier than 8 am on October 1,
2020; and (3) required the local board to reject a provisional ballot from a voter who
also returned a mail-in ballot. Additionally, the Board voted to approve new early
voting centers, election day vote centers, and additional ballot marking devices for
the following local boards:
○ Early Voting Centers: Frederick and Queen Anne’s Counties.
○ Election Day Vote Centers: Calvert, Cecil, Frederick, and Queen Anne’s
Counties.
○ Additional Ballot Marking Devices: Anne Arundel, Carroll, Howard, and Prince
George’s Counties.

●

September 11, 2020: At this meeting, the Board voted to approve emergency
amendments to regulations that amended the definition of precinct to include
election day vote centers for the purposes of post election audits and amended the
requirement for how many election day vote centers to would be included in the
verification and audit of an election day vote center. Additionally, the Board voted to
approve new early voting centers, election day vote centers, and additional ballot
marking devices for the following local boards:
○ Early Voting Centers: Baltimore City and Prince George’s and Saint Mary’s
Counties.
○ Election Day Vote Centers: Anne Arundel County, Baltimore City, Charles
County, and Saint Mary’s County.
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○

Additional Ballot Marking Devices: Baltimore City.

●

September 19, 2020: This is the deadline under federal law to transmit ballots to
requesting military and overseas voters for the November 3 election. Ballots to
requesting military and overseas voters were sent on September 18.

●

September 21, 2020 - October 20, 2020 (Monday - Saturday): State and local election
officials open a data processing center at the Motor Vehicle Administration’s facility
in Glen Burnie where 25 individuals process requests for mail-in ballots received by
the local boards.

●

September 24, 2020: At this meeting, the State Board voted to approve additional
election day vote centers and ballot marking devices for Wicomico County. The first
set of ballot packets were shipped on this day.

●

September 28 - 30, 2020: 135 ballot drop off boxes are delivered and installed.

●

October 1, 2020: Local boards are permitted to begin canvassing mail-in ballots.

●

October 8, 2020: At this meeting, the Board voted to approve emergency
amendments to regulations that: (1) clarified that counsel does not need to be
present at pre-election canvasses but must be present at post-election canvasses if
the ballots being canvassed could decide the outcome of a contest or question; and
(2) removed the prohibition of receiving a mail-in ballot at an early voting center to
align with amendments to regulations made at a previous meeting. Additionally, the
Board voted to approve SBE Policy 2020 – 03: Contingency Plans for the 2020 Elections
to ensure that voting during early voting and on election day continues without
interruption if all or some combination of the equipment fails, is inoperable, or is
unavailable. Finally, the Board voted to approve specified election observation
visitors and reaffirmed the delegation of the Board’s authority to designate future
requests for challengers and watchers to the State Administrator.

●

October 13, 2020: Deadline to register to vote.

●

October 14 - 15, 2020: 100 more ballot drop boxes were delivered and installed.

●

October 20, 2020: Deadline to request a mail in ballot.

●

October 22 - 24, 2020: 42 more ballot drop off boxes were delivered and installed.

●

October 26 - November 2, 2020: Early voting centers were open from 7 am to 8 pm
each day.

●

November 3, 2020: Election day vote centers were open from 7 am to 8 pm.

●

November 5, 2020: Local boards resume canvassing of mail-in ballots.
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●

November 12, 2020: Local boards of election begin canvassing provisional ballots.

●

November 14, 2020: Local boards of election begin to certify the election results.

●

December 2, 2020: Montgomery County certifies its election, completing the
certification of election results by all local boards.

●

December 4, 2020: The State Board of Canvassers certifies the election results.

●

December 12, 2020: Maryland Electors cast their votes for President and Vice
President.
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Appendix 3: Voter Education Campaign - Sample Graphics
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Appendix 4: Ballot Drop Off Boxes
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Appendix 5: Referenced Correspondence & Proclamation
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