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This report finds that the RLA confirmed the original results of the presidential election in 

Georgia and commends Georgia election officials for instituting a process that should serve as 

the basis for increased confidence in the electoral system in the state in the future. It also 

describes some of the flexible approaches and improvisation that occurred, including decisions to 

split large ballot containers, processes for documenting the chain of custody and for batching 

envelopes for vote review panels, as well as steps to divide up data entry work. 

Based on its monitoring efforts, The Carter Center respectfully recommends the following: 

¶ Develop a systematic, statewide strategy for ballot packing and storage, including ballot 

manifests. 

¶ Develop reconciliation procedures specifically designed to handle increased numbers of 

absentee and early votes. 

¶ Improve the layout and readability of both the hand-completed and the ballot marking 

device printed ballots. 

¶ Strengthen public outreach and education about RLAs well in advance of the next major 

election in 2022. 

¶ Consider increasing the use of volunteers from political parties to staff audit boards as well 

as the vote review panels. 

¶ Provide training for party and independent monitors. 

¶ Re-examine the design of scanner/tabulator ballot boxes to ensure that all ballot papers are 

more easily retrieved at the end of the voting process. 

  



https://www.ajc.com/politics/how-changes-in-henry-rockdale-helped-biden-capture-georgia/LBT7R6QIXNEEPLFD2TMLTOC2W4/
https://www.ajc.com/politics/how-changes-in-henry-rockdale-helped-biden-capture-georgia/LBT7R6QIXNEEPLFD2TMLTOC2W4/
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African American and Hispanic voters making up a growing percentage of the electorate. The 

political shift has also been attributed to generational shifts and growing educational divisions.4 

For the first time in decades, Georgia was a “battleground” state, resulting in record amounts of 

political spending, which contributed to the tense environment surrounding the election and, 

subsequently, the RLA. This was especially true in the presidential race and in the two U.S. 

Senate races. President Donald Trump started running television ads in June and, between then 

and election day, both his and Democratic challenger Joe Biden’s ads saturated the airwaves. By 

early October, one month before the election, $150 million had been spent or reserved on airtime 

for the state’s two hotly contested U.S. Senate races.5    

When the RLA was taking place in November, both Georgia U.S. Senate races were headed into 

a runoff election that was held on Jan. 5, 2021. With control of the Senate dependent on the 

outcome of the runoff election, the divisive environment in the state continued, fueled by state 

and national political parties, as well as outside groups. The campaigns of the four candidates, 

national political parties, and outside groups such as super political action committees (PACs) 

spent more than $800 million on political ads, mailers, canvassing and campaign rallies. 6 The 

tone and content of the ads was, at times, negative and divisive.  

The hyperpartisan environment was fueled by a steady stream of messages aimed at undermining 

the legitimacy of electoral processes. Since the 2016 presidential election, voters across the 

nation, including Georgia, had received a barrage of warnings about voter fraud based on little or 

no evidence. In the year leading up to the 2020 election, Trump repeatedly voiced 

unsubstantiated concerns over voter fraud associated with mail-in ballots as part of a broader 

disinformation campaign.7 Not surprisingly, this led to widespread acceptance of the false claim, 

largely by Republican-leaning voters.8 Concerns about voter fraud contributed to the atmosphere 

of division and suspicion surrounding the election and the RLA. It is worth noting, however, that 

a survey of Georgia voters conducted in late October found that 91% of respondents and 93% of 

Republicans surveyed felt confident that their votes would count as intended.9 

It also should be noted that the election and the RLA hand tally took place during the 10th month 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, an unprecedented global crisis that became highly politicized in the 

U.S. At the time of the election, the number of coronavirus cases in Georgia was rising with a 

test positivity rate of 9.96%, nearly double the 5% positivity rate identified by the World Health 

 
4 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2020/politics/georgia-political-geography/
https://www.opensecrets.org/news/2021/01/georgia-senate-races-shatter-records/
https://www.newsguardtech.com/top-election-myths/
https://cyber.harvard.edu/publication/2020/Mail-in-Voter-Fraud-Disinformation-2020
https://electioninnovation.org/research/
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Organization as too high.10 While Gov. Brian Kemp’s shelter-in-place orders issued earlier in the 

year had expired, people were urged to stay at home and the public health state of emergency 

remained in effect through Dec. 9, 2020. Despite rising rates of infection and public health 

warnings, compliance with guidelines limiting indoor gatherings and encouraging mask wearing 

and social distancing was uneven and, at times, a source of social tension. 

The politicization of COVID-19 and public health responses contributed to the highly polarized, 

and sometimes very tense, environment in which the RLA hand tally took place. 

Timeline of Events 

 

October 30      Georgia Secretary of State and The Carter Center sign memorandum of  

   understanding regarding independent observation of risk-limiting audit. 

November 3    Election. 

November 7, 8, 9   Training of Carter Center monitors for sampling RLA.  

November 11    Secretary of State announces that RLA will be a hand tally of votes. 

November 12    Secretary of State provides training for election workers and Carter Center 

  monitors for the hand tally. 

November 13   Training of Carter Center monitors on revised procedures for the RLA  

   hand tally

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/us/georgia-coronavirus-cases.html
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of five members, the SEB creates and enforces election rules, publishes election laws and 

educational materials, and makes recommendations to the General Assembly.11  

The SEB has the right to file its own lawsuit or intervene in another party’s lawsuit filed in a 

state or federal court if the lawsuit involves a Georgia election statute or SEB rule. The SEB also 

has the authority to initiate administrative actions and impose civil fines for violation of election 

laws.  

The relationship between the SEB and the SOS is envisioned as symbiotic, with the SOS serving 

as chairperson of the SEB. The SOS bears primary responsibility to implement and administer 

the state’s election laws, as well as the rules promulgated by the SEB. Unlike some states, all 

counties in Georgia use the same voting equipment and the office of the SOS provides training to 

election supervisors and election workers. For example, the SOS provided training on how to 

conduct an RLA and, once the decision was made to focus on the presidential race, it provided 

election supervisors and workers with training on the procedures for conducting the hand tally.  

Administration of Georgia elections requires cooperation between the SOS and county officials 

who have much of the responsibility for election operations. Most hands-on election activities 

are conducted by county election officials pursuant to Georgia’s statutes and under rules 

promulgated by the SEB. Georgia has 159 counties and, of those, elections in 104 are overseen 

by combined boards of elections and registration, 51 are overseen by probate judges with boards 

of registrars, and four are overseen by an election supervisor and registrar. These election 

officials are responsible for issues that range from voter registration and absentee ballots, to 

selecting polling locations and hiring workers to staff elections. These local officials and boards 

are also responsible for conducting the voting and canvassing and certifying the election results 

at the county level.  

 

Background on Georgia’s Voting Systems  
In 2002, Georgia adopted Diebold Accuvote TSX touchscreen machines, a direct recording 

electronic (DRE) voting system, for statewide use. DRE systems use computers that record the 

votes directly into the computers’ memory.  Voters’ choices are stored on a cartridge or hard 

drive. Election results are tabulated based upon voting data stored in the computer’s memory 



   
 

  

https://jhalderm.com/pub/papers/bmd-verifiability-sp20.pdf
https://electioninnovation.org/research/


 

https://www.politifact.com/article/2020/sep/08/voting-counts-georgias-primary-ended-meltdown-june/
https://www.politifact.com/article/2020/sep/08/voting-counts-georgias-primary-ended-meltdown-june/
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numbers of batches and ballots in each. It is easier to find specific ballots (e.g., the 35th or 87th in 

sequence in the batch) out of a batch of 100 than out of an undivided container of 2,000. The 

organizational arrangement should be chosen to facilitate retrieval of individual ballots at audit 

time and must be clearly documented in the ballot manifest. 

Counties began planning their storage arrangements and creating their ballot manifests well 

before the Nov. 3 election and updated them 
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would enter the results into Arlo, and the RLA algorithm would determine whether the risk limit 

had been met. If the risk limit had not been met, additional “rounds” of sampling would be 

conducted until it was met. In this sense, the RLA was an “incremental audit” that could, in 

theory, result in a full hand tally in the case of a very close election.  

The Full Hand Tally, Zero-Risk-Limit RLA 
Under the terms of SEB Rule 183-1-15-.04 the secretary of state had to decide which statewide 

race to audit following the Nov. 3 election — the presidential race or one of the two senatorial 

races. On Nov. 11, after all counties had prepared and reconciled their ballot manifests, Secretary 

of State Brad Raffensperger announced that the presidential race had been selected for audit, and 

that the RLA would entail a full manual tally of ballots cast, a decision that had both practical 

and political implications. 

The margin of victory for Biden was 0.3% (three-tenths of 1%), which under the RLA algorithm 

with a 10% risk limit would mean sampling approximately 1.5 million ballots21 statewide, or 25 

percent of all votes cast. At a certain point, with only nine days before certification on the 20th, 

carefully retrieving 1.5 million specified ballots would be nearly impossible. The process would 

be very slow as election workers, many newly recruited and not previously trained, followed lists 

generated by Arlo to pull the needed ballots. It is more efficient in terms of both time and effort 

to audit every ballot than to do a random audit of a such a large number of ballots.22 A full hand 

tally is essentially an RLA with a risk limit of zero.23 

The political considerations were even more daunting. With such a close vote, and with 

Georgia’s status as a battleground state that might determine the outcome of the presidential 

race, emotions and suspicions were running high. And RLAs are new to Georgia. Even though 

several counties piloted RLAs in the year before the 2020 election, there had been little 

educational outreach to political parties or nonpartisan observers explaining what an RLA was, 

the theory of sampling, how the number of ballots to be sampled would be determined, or how 

individual ballots would be chosen for audit. Even if national political parties understood the 

RLA mathematics, explaining the process to 159 counties’ party organizations and training and political  party 

https://nam04.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fyoutu.be%2FgMbz0_dizoA%3Ft%3D8589&data=04%7C01%7CSita.Ranchod-Nilsson%40cartercenter.org%7Cb07095fd4223464e2f2a08d8a056a6a0%7C16decddb28ac4bea8fc95844aadea669%7C0%7C0%7C637435641464841333%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=G78cGgyOiWx2eUZWboP3BdUufSPrwxPj8572FRNqdXg%3D&reserved=0
https://electionaudits.org/files/Audit%20Principles%20and%20Best%20Practices%202018.pdf
https://electionaudits.org/files/Audit%20Principles%20and%20Best%20Practices%202018.pdf
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One of the main purposes of any postelection audit is to give the public confidence in the 

integrity of the election; therefore, public understanding of the process is especially critical. 

Given that there had not been any real public education about the RLA and in the context of a 

hyper partisan environment, even the most meticulous and transparent RLA with a 10 percent 

risk limit would likely have been received with suspicion and acrimony. In these circumstances, 

public confidence in Georgia’s election process might even decline. Conducting a full hand tally, 

which is essentially an RLA with a risk limit of zero, would be much simpler to conduct and 

more understandable to the public in Georgia and the county.24  

The secretary of state has been criticized for conducting a process that did not seem to fall neatly 

into any one category of audit. Some of this comes from initial statements that referred to the full 

hand tally as an audit, a recount, and a recanvass.25 A recanvass is a recounting of votes at the 

county level to make sure the correct numbers were sent to the state’s board of elections. Under 

Georgia law, an official “recount” takes place after certification of results at the state level and 

involves rescanning all ballots.26 An audit, on the other hand, assesses the integrity of the process 

and the correctness of the outcome. A sampling RLA simply confirms (or does not confirm) the 

outcome of the original tabulation. In general, it does not generate a new number for the results, 

except in the case of an RLA conducted in a very tight race, which can entail multiple rounds of 

ballot selection that eventually lead to a full hand recount; or if there is an original decision to 

choose a risk limit of zero.  

The remainder of this report addresses the conduct of the RLA audit/hand tally as it took place 

Nov. 13-18. 

Audit, Hand Tally Process Workflow  
Following Secretary of State Brad Raffensperger’s Nov. 11 announcement that the RLA would 

be a full hand tally, the secretary of state’s election office and election superintendents in the 159 

counties quickly developed procedures for conducting a hand recount rather than a sampling 

audit. Prior to the start of the audit on Nov. 13, election staff were trained using a video prepared 

literally overnight by the office of the secretary of state and VotingWorks. The training video 

delineated the procedures described below. While each county had already prepared its ballot 

manifest and stored its ballots in a system documented in the manifest, there wer
Q
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https://www.thenation.com/article/politics/georgia-recount/
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As originally planned, the check-in/check-out function was to be the hub of each county’s 

operation, where the flow of ballot boxes and the process of data entry would be centered. Ballot 

boxes were to be stacked in a secure room or area with check-in staff preventing unauthorized 

entry into the storage area and providing security for the ballot boxes. Check-in staff would 

maintain a log of each container checked out for counting by an audit board and checked back in 

again when completed. Data entry was envisioned as a two-person function located at the check-

in area.  
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Deployment of Carter Center Monitors  
The Carter Center recruited and trained 52 monitors for the mission. Monitors were deployed 

Nov. 13-18 to 25 of Georgia’s 159 counties to assess the RLA hand tally. Counties were selected 

based on voting population, geographic representation, and with a mix of both urban centers and 

rural areas. With 5,025,683 votes cast statewide, the counties where Carter Center monitors were 

present accounted for 60.27% of the total vote in Georgia.  

Counties began and finished auditing on different days and some did not work on Saturday, Nov. 

14, or Sunday, Nov. 15. The length of workdays during the hand tally also varied by county with 

start times as early as 8 a.m. and ending times as late as midnight. Depending on county size and 

monitor availability, one to six monitors were assigned to each of the 25 counties during most days 

of the hand tally. Some observers served on multiple days, some in the same county, others in 

different counties. In total there were 60 audit days observed and 117 observer days deployed.
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Throughout the mission, the Center’s trained monitors used checklists that prompted them to 

record both quantitative and qualitative data on the audit process. Each monitor had forms to 

complete for observation of individual audit boards and vote review panels (see Appendix C). 

During training it was suggested that monitors sample several audit boards and VRPs during the 

hand tally. In some counties, election superintendents limited the amount of time that an 

individual audit board could be observed. Each monitor typically recorded observations on 

between two and six audit boards. There were fewer vote review panels in operation and 

monitors typically recorded observations on one or two. The team of between one and six 

monitors assigned to a particular country on each day was also asked to complete a single 

general observation form, reporting on the overall operation, workflow, and atmosphere. All 

monitors were encouraged to document any irregularities, challenges, changes in procedures, or 

solutions to problems that they witnessed.  

Monitors submitted 509 audit board reports and 96 vote review panel reports, which in some 

cases reflect
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Logistical Challenges 
The abrupt change in the RLA process and the short preparation period presented logistical 

challenges for county election staff in terms of training personnel and procuring spaces large 

enough to accommodate secure ballot storage and distribution, data entry, auditors, monitors and 

public observers,  

Space – In many counties, election office spaces were not adequate for conducting the operation. 

In addition, to adhere to Covid-19 guidelines, the spaces had to be large enough to allow for 

social distancing. County election superintendents moved quickly after the secretary’s 

announcement to collaborate with other county officials to obtain space in city and county 

buildings, courthouses, schools, and warehouses. Then, they had to move all the ballot boxes to 

the procured space, and arrange enough workspace, tables, supplies, and equipment for the two-

person audit boards, vote review panels, a ballot box check-in/check-out function, and the data 

entry personnel. Audit boards themselves needed to be separated, and in the interests of 

transparency, political party monitors and Carter Center monitors needed the ability to circulate 

among the audit boards while maintaining a 6-foot distance.  

Carter Center monitors reported that all the audit boards they assessed were supplied with 

materials and had table space to work. In some counties, the tables could be well-separated; in 

other places with less floor space, audit spaces were cramped. This reduced the number of audit 

boards that could be used and increased the risk of COVID transmission.  

 

Staffing and Training – Training enough staff to manage and conduct the full hand recount before 

the certification deadline was a challenge for county election superintendents. The secretary of 

state and VotingWorks on Nov. 13 provided a 60-minute training video covering audit board 

sorting and counting procedures. There was no comparable video for vote review panel 

members, and it is unknown how vote review panels and check-in staff were trained. 

The initial number of audit boards in each county was based on the available personnel (largely 

elections and other county employees), the number of ballots to be recounted and assumptions 

about the speed of processing. However, many counties found that they had to recruit extra 

personnel (other county workers, polling workers) to staff more audit boards as the audit 

progressed and the pace of work required to meet the deadline became clearer. For example, 

Clayton County expanded from 10 audit boards to 28. Carter Center monitors reported from 139 

to 174 audit boards in Fulton County and 50 to 153 in Gwinnett at various times. As a result, 

many election workers, particularly those who staffed audit boards, had to learn the process on 

the job. In one county, the Carter Center monitor specifically noted the county’s expansion 

training strategy as breaking up audit boards and pairing an experienced member with a new 

recruit. Other counties may well have employed the same approach. 

Vote review panels were staffed by volunteers, one Republican and one Democratic member, 

recruited by the parties. In three counties where the Center monitored, party organizations were 

asked to send volunteers to staff audit boards as well as the vote review panel. 
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The need to expand staffing during the process had a variety of impacts that were noted by 

Carter Center monitors. Sorting and counting were more efficient and systematic on the first day 

when only experienced election workers were involved. When new workers arrived, there was 

greater variability in practice and less efficiency in the procedures for sorting ballots and 

counting until they learned the system. Not all election superintendents had time for more than 

quick training for the new recruits or showing the secretary of state’s training video. Fulton 

county played the video on a continuous loop on a large screen so it could be seen by public 

observers as well as election staff.  

For the first full hand recount in Georgia, and the largest anywhere in the U.S., it was not easy to 

predict the speed of sorting and counting or anticipate all the potential bottlenecks. Carter Center 

monitors reported that election superintendents were adept at moving personnel around (e.g., 

increasing the number of data entry operators or vote review, panel members, closing an audit 

board to use members as runners) to even out the workload and prevent bottlenecks. They are to 

be commended for adaptive management. 

Although it was conducted with very little time to fully prepare, the audit provided useful 

information about the speed of sorting, counting and data entry, and where bottlenecks occurred 

in the overall workflow, which can inform future process and personnel planning. County 

election officials are experienced at handling and counting ballots, and in future exercises where 

they are likely to have more than 48 hours to prepare, staffing and training for a typical RLA are 

not likely to present difficulties. The process of preparing ballot manifests (completed prior to 

the decision to hold a full hand tally) appears to have gone smoothly.27 

  

Hand Tally Process  
Despite all the challenges of organizing the full hand tally on such short notice and considering 

some of the ad hoc variations in process noted below, the 25 counties observed were generally 

quite successful in conducting their operations. Eighty-six percent (44 out of 51) of Carter Center 

monitor daily general observation forms indicated that the overall process as well-managed and 

81% described the check-in/out process as well organized. Anecdotally, election workers seemed 

proud of their work and looked forward to the audit showing that they knew what they were 

doing. Several election staff asked to see the Carter Center’s final report in order to receive 

feedback and suggestions for improving processes going forward.  

 
27 All counties made their storage decisions and prepared their ballot manifests by Nov. 10, before Carter Center 

monitors were recruited and accredited, so the preparation process was not directly observed. However, during 

downtime on audit days, Carter Center monitors were able to interview election superintendents in 15 counties to 

ask about the process. Most of the officials in the counties surveyed said they were comfortable with the process of 

preparing the ballot manifest, although the upload of spreadsheets to Arlo occasionally required some assistance 

from the secretary of state or VotingWorks. The outcome of the storage/manifest process was also evident to Carter 

Center monitors, when containers of ballots were brought to audit boards, and as recount totals were matched 

against manifest totals.   
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Even though election officials faced a daunting task, Carter Center monitors were almost 

uniformly positive in their descriptions of the overall atmosphere in each county. “Calm, 

professional, and cheerful” were the adjectives most often reported. Other monitors reported 

“enthusiastic,” “great energy,” “positive atmosphere” and “process streamlined and 

professional.” “Hectic” was only occasionally reported, and “confused” was sometimes used in 

reference to initial confusion that took place before the election superintendent could explain a 

process. 

Although Carter Center monitors noted variation in the actual methods used to tally votes, 

overall, the process met the requirements of an RLA with a risk limit of zero. The section below 

describes some of the challenges and variations in counting procedures and workflow. 

Audit Boards – Audit boards are two-person teams charged with the sorting of ballots and then 

counting the sorted batches of ballots. The process was designed so that each ballot would be 

seen by two people who confirm the sorting and the count. The number of audit boards varied 

across and within counties, depending on the number of ballots to be counted, the speed of 

counting, the availability of personnel, and the physical space available to conduct the process.   

In the counties observed, the maximum number of audit boards reported by Carter Center 

monitors ranged from two in Hancock County to 174 in Fulton County. Not all audit boards were 

always staffed. Carter Center monitors almost uniformly reported that county election staff were 

knowledgeable and very responsive in circulating around the audit floor and answering questions 

from audit boards. In 80% of Carter Center monitor overall reports, election superintendents 

were reported as conducting troubleshooting. 

The training video produced by the Office of the Secretary of State and VotingWorks 

demonstrated a method for counting ballots in which one member of the audit board picked up a 

ballot and called out the candidate's name followed by the other confirming the name and placing 

the ballot in the appropriate pile. This was done so that two people had eyes and hands on each 

ballot. Counting was to be by tens, with groups of 10 ballots stacked in a crisscrossed fashion to 

facilitate adding up the groups. This was treated as the official process (with particular emphasis 

on stating the candidate's name aloud), although other ways of counting could be equally 

accurate.  

Sorting ballots by candidate went very quickly, especially for the early voting and election day 

batches, both of which were voted on the BMDs that produced printed ballots. However, in 

DeKalb County there were several complaints from audit board members about the legibility of 

the printed ballots. Sorting of the handwritten absentee and provisional ballots was slower, but 

still relatively fast. For both ballot types, sorting could be quick because the contest at issue, the 

presidential race, was at the top of the ballot. 

In practice, the counting and sorting procedures varied widely. In 18 of 23 counties, Carter 

Center monitors reported the use of variations in procedures. While the counting practices used 

by audit boards often differed from those depicted in the training video, Carter Center monitors 

did not report any discernable impact of these variations on the overall quality and integrity of 

the process. Sometimes one audit board member sorted and the other counted. Sometimes the 
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candidate's name was called out, sometimes not. In some audit boards, the members 

independently sorted and counted. In others, one member would count and then the other 

member would recount. In another case, one member sorted and called out the candidate names 

while the other watched. In one county the election superintendent made an audit board start over 
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election officials. For duplicated ballots, the review panel simply checked the accuracy of the 

duplication. In some cases, Vote Review Panels were tasked with matching up the damaged 

ballot and its duplicate. For both write-in and duplicated ballots, the vote review Panel’s task was 

essentially clerical. In cases of disagreement about the voter’s intent between the audit board 

members, a decision of the vote review panel was required, and when the two party vote review 

panel members could not agree, the county election superintendent was called in as a third panel 

member. 

Perhaps because only some of the ballots required adjudication, and because each Panel had both 

a Democrat and a Republican member, there was less party monitoring of the Vote Review 

Panels. Out of Carter Center reports on 96 Panels, 74 (77 percent) had party monitors observing, 

while 14 (15 percent) did not.  

Carter Center monitors reported some inconsistencies in training for vote review panels. A 

Republican member in one county was quoted as saying that he was not trained and did not 

know what he was doing. Occasionally a political monitor was asked to 
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Carter Center monitors reported that 13 counties processed ballots by type (e.g., early, absentee), 

completing one before starting the next, beginning on the first audit day with absentee ballots per 

instructions from the Office of the Secretary of State. (Other counties may have done so as well, 

but it was not specifically noted.) Some audit boards might then be waiting with no work to do 

while another audit board finished a large batch. All audit boards would then shift to early voting 

ballots at the same time. Similarly, when there were only large batches to be processed, an 

election superintendent might not want to assign one near the end of the day. The workload of 

vote review panels depended on the type of ballots being processed by the audit boards; with 

machine-produced ballots, there was nothing to review. Processing sequentially by type and 
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county results could most easily be accessed through Arlo while the batch sheets remained 

securely under the control of county election offices.  

   

Ballot Security – Ballot security and chain-of-custody issues are key to the conduct of any 

postelection audit, including RLAs. Sealed ballot boxes were not supposed to be opened until the 

audit board unsealed them, and then resealed after counting. In practice, however, not all 

counties followed this procedure. In some counties, containers were unsealed by check-
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county director of public health was present with 10-12 workers in identifiable salmon-colored 

vests to make sure masks were on and that each table had plenty of gloves, wipes, and hand 

sanitizer. Bibb County required the monitors to wear face shields and gloves. In Forsyth County, 

COVID protocols were reviewed with all those present at the hand recount.  

In another county, Carter Center monitors overheard multiple complaints from audit board 

members about political party monitors failing to maintain social distancing. The following day, 

people in the audit area had to sign “acknowledgement of risk” forms. In one metro county, two 

observers in the public area got into an argument when one of them refused to wear a mask. 

Others attempted to shame the observer who refused to wear a mask and he eventually left. In 

general, Carter Center monitors identified a lack of adherence to social distancing and mask 

wearing as a source of stress during their observation activities.  

  

Transparency  

Transparency is key to all postelection audits. The Georgia RLA hand tally enjoyed high levels 

of transparency and was conducted in full view of partisan and Carter Center monitors, as well as 

public observers and observers from the ACLU and the NAACP. Under rules established by the 

secretary of state, political parties and designated organizations could have at least two monitors 

on the audit floor at any given time, with an additional monitor allowed for every 10 additional 

audit boards. In a large county, the number of monitors allowed by this formula could contribute 

to overcrowding, depending on the physical size of the audit location. For example, Gwinnett 

County, with 153 audit boards, could have 15 monitors from each party.34  Rules prohibited the 

use of cell phones or other electronic devices on the floor, and monitors were prohibited from 

taking photographs or touching ballots. Public observers and the press could observe from a 

roped-off area, where some used binoculars for a better view. For even greater transparency, 

some counties showed close-
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be noted that because vote review panels were composed of Republican and Democratic 

members, there were always some party representatives present. In at least two counties, Carter 

Center monitors reported that the election superintendent was advised by the Secretary of State’s 

Office to allow more monitors than the formula allowed in the interests of transparency and 

reducing partisan friction. This was interpreted to mean that additional Republican monitors 

could be given access to the auditing area. 

Behavior of Political Party Monitors – As noted above, the rules and procedures established by 

the secretary of state and carried out by local election officials were designed to ensure 

transparency of the hand tally. While Carter Center monitors noted instances of collegiality 

between party monitors, they also noted instances where the presence of political party monitors 

proved to be a source of tension, hostility and even intimidation. The vast majority of instances 

of problematic behavior by party monitors reported by Carter Center monitors concerned 

Republican monitors. In only one county did a Carter Center monitor observe a problem with 

Democratic monitors: In a metro county Democratic monitors were constantly asked by election 

officials to refrain from talking to auditors and offering advice. One monitor complained to a 

Democratic vote review panel member about being insufficiently assertive in saving ballots for 

Joe Biden.  

In nine counties, monitors noted examples of Republican interference or hostility. For example, 

Republican monitors were told repeatedly to observe social distancing and not lean over auditors. 

One Republican monitor was observed on her knees in between the Audit Board members to 

hear what was being said. In another county, a Republican monitor wearing camouflage and a 

face-covering balaclava leaned over a data entry operator. In one county, election workers 

complained about Republican monitors hovering and not observing social distancing. The 

monitors were warned, and police were notified but did not need to intervene. In another county, 

election officials added plexiglass barriers after monitors did not maintain social distancing on 

the previous day of counting. Republican monitors then complained that they could not see 

through the barriers. In several counties, Republican monitors used cellphones on the audit floor 

to make calls and for photographing audit boards and ballots. In another county, Republican 

monitors talked to audit board and vote review panel members, congregated in groups around 

tables, and wanted a closer view of the ballots. These instances and others observed added to the 

stress of the hand tally for all involved and likely affected the speed and accuracy of both 

counting and data entry. 

Republican monitors also were observed criticizing and sometimes intimidating audit board 

members. In one county, an audit board member was reduced to tears by the Republican 

monitor’s persistent criticism. In four counties, Carter Center monitors noted Republican 

monitors or observers being escorted from the counting location by law enforcement. In 14 

(27%) of the 52 general observation reports that addressed the issue, security or law enforcement 

was called. In four cases, disruptions were sufficient to stop auditing temporarily. 

Carter Center monitors reported that Republican party monitors tended to focus more on audit 

boards staffed by persons of color. Monitors in six counties reported that audit boards staffed by 

women of color were more closely watched and in some cases subject to intimidating behavior. 
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In one county, a Republican monitor accused two African American audit board members of 

fraud and threatened to video them, even though phones were prohibited in the auditing area.35 

Despite the instances of problematic behavior by party monitors (almost always Republicans), 

the accuracy of sorting and counting did not seem to be in dispute. In only one instance did a 

Republican monitor claim that a Trump ballot was sorted into the Biden pile. In that instance, the 

supervisor overseeing the process confirmed that there had been no error.  

It is worth noting that a different atmosphere was observed in counties where both the vote 

review panels and the audit boards had representation from both parties. In three counties 

observed, Glynn, Hall and Muscogee, local party organizations were asked to provide volunteers 

to staff the audit boards. Only one incident involving an uncooperative partisan monitor was 

reported in these counties. The experience in these counties, as well as the general statewide 

experience of collegial vote review panels, suggests that interparty acrimony is reduced when 

both parties understand the process and are responsible for implementing it together.  

Understanding the RLA Process – Party organizations at the local, state, and national level that 

recruited observers apparently did not explain the process to their observers or provide them with 

forms or checklists to document their observations systematically. One county helped to alleviate 

this problem by showing the Secretary of State’s training video on monitors where the public 

observers could view it.  

Carter Center monitors frequently reported that neither Republican nor Democratic monitors 

seemed to fully understand the event they were witnessing or how it was supposed to work. 

Several Republican monitors made comments such as, “This is just a PR stunt,” “They’re just 

looking at marks on a paper,” and “Counting the marks on the paper looks fine, but that doesn't 

tell us whether those are legitimate votes.” One Republican monitor asked the audit board 

whether they were checking signatures on the ballots and complained that they were “just 

looking for Trump or Biden and not checking anything else.”  Such comments suggest a general 

unfamiliarity with the purpose of audits and the RLA hand tally. 

More broadly, the hostility of some Republican monitors seemed to reflect their unhappiness 

with the election outcome and the lack of signature checking as part of the RLA process. Some 

of the remarks by Republican monitors suggest that their main interest was to challenge the 

legitimacy of the ballots rather than to question the hand tally process itself. 

Discovery of Lost Ballots – 
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ballots, reconciled their counts against the number of voters who voted, and certified their 

county-level election results in advance of the state certification of results on Nov. 20. In Floyd 

County, a scanner used in one early-voting location jammed, and the memory card in the scanner 

was corrupted, with the results not scanned nor included in the initial reported results. When 

these 2,600 uncounted ballots were discovered during the hand tally, the Secretary of State’s 

Office and Floyd County election officials decided to rescan all votes cast at that 
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The Center respectfully offers the following recommendations to the Office of the Secretary of 

State in the hope 

https://elections.sos.ga.gov/Elections/voterabsenteefile.do
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Strengthen public outreach and education about the RLA well in advance of its next 

implementation in 2022. One purpose of the RLA is to increase public confidence about 

electoral processes, but that cannot happen if the public does not understand a few main points 

regarding RLAs’ statistical basis, how they are conducted, and what an RLA can and cannot do. 

Before the next RLA, scheduled for the general election in November of 2022, the SOS and 

SEB, in collaboration with county election officials, should carry out a public education 

campaign focused on the RLA and increasing public confidence in Geo
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VotingWorks, who generously provided training to Carter Center observers and answered many 

questions about the theory and practice of RLAs. 

Sincere thanks also go to the observers who diligently gathered data for this report, as well as to 

those who were willing to observe but whose service was ultimately not required due to the 

speed and efficiency of the process. Their willingness to undertake this important task during a 

pandemic, and their flexibility during rapidly changing circumstances, are deeply appreciated.  

The dedication and effort put forth by the observers and by the mission support team — Avery 

Davis-Roberts, Sita Ranchod-Nilsson, Inge Fryklund, Sandra Urquiza, Rana Shabb, Lisa Wiley, 

Tynesha Green, Molly Ison, Brandy Blue, Dan Grober, Amber Shupe, Barb Abrams, Ben Mair, 

Story Evans, Madeleine Evans, Lauren Griffin and Kenya Casey — were crucial to the mission’s 

success.  

Thanks also are due to the Carter Center Democracy Program staff, which had overall 

responsibility for the mission. The project was managed by Avery Davis-Roberts, associate 

director, with assistance from David Carroll, director. This report was drafted by Sita Ranchod-

Nilsson and Inge Fryklund and edited by Davis-Roberts and Carroll. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A – MOU between the Office of the Secretary of State and The Carter Center  
 

  

The Office of Secretary of State  
  

  
Brad Raffensperger SECRETARY 

OF STATE  

  

MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING BETWEEN  OFFICE OF THE SECRETARY OF STATE AND THE CARTER 

CENTER  

The Georgia Sec. of State (SoS) and The Carter Center (TCC) agree that SoS intends to invite 

and accredit TCC to serve as an independent observer of the Risk-Limiting Audits (RLAs) to be 

conducted following the Nov. 3 elections in Georgia.  (This effort would be separate from TCC’s 

nonpartisan role in the Bipartisan Task Force for Safe, Secure, and Accessible Elections, but 

could go forward in a manner that could inform discussions in the Task Force).   

TCC will submit any information requested by SoS necessary for accreditation, and will follow 

all guidelines and respect any restrictions, as determined by the SoS, as  appropriate for an 

accredited independent observation effort. TCC will also follow instructions given by county 

election officials while observing the auditing process to ensure the observation does not 

interference in the process.  

  

As an accredited observer, TCC will be provided with complete and meaningful access to all 

stages of the work and implementation of the RLA, so that TCC’s observers can credibly report 

on the process, including o 
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- TCC can make public statements about the process. TCC will provide advance copies of 

any public facing documents with the Office of the Secretary of State 24 hours in 

advance of release.   

- TCC will release a preliminary statement shortly after completion of the RLA process, 

and a more detailed final report some time thereafter which will include key findings and 

recommendations for future audit efforts.   

- TCC might also release statements in advance of the RLA observation to announce our 

efforts, and educate the public on the purpose of the RLA.  

  

TCC will not: o Divulge any information protected from disclosure by state law 

o Interfere in the auditing process  

o Handle ballots or other sensitive materials as designated by SoS or county election 

officials  

o Use photographic or other electronic monitoring or recording devices while 

observing the audit  

o Use cellular telephones while observing the audit  

o Divulge any documents or confidential information shared with them about the 

audit process without approval from SoS  

o Divulge any documents or confidential information to any person regarding the 

audit process or observation if that person is adverse in litigation to the State of 

Georgia or any county elections office  
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Appendix B – List of Acronyms 

 

ACLU American Civil Liberties Union 

BMD Ballot Marking Device 

DRE Direct Recording Electronic voting system 

MOU Memorandum of Understanding 

NAACP National Association for the Advancement of Colored People 

OCGA Official Code of Georgia Annotated 

PAC Political Action Committees 

QR Quick Read code 

RLA Risk-limiting Audit 

SEB State Election Board 

SOS Secretary of State 
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HAND RECOUNT of Presidential Race:  

Monitoring of Check In/Check Out Station and General Observations  

County ___________________________________   

Monitor(s) _______________________________   

Date _____________________________________ (one form/day, please)  

Purpose: to get an overview of how the county is handling its RECOUNT. An observer near the Check 
In/Check Out Station can complete this form, or there may be input from several monitoring team members. 
Please add comments if applicable as well as the Y/N responses.   

Party Monitors present?     R     D           Public Observers (non-credentialed) present?  

Describe:____________________________________________________ _________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ General 

atmosphere at county recount space:  (circle as many as applicable and  

describe);         Calm      Hectic        Professional       Confused      Cheerful       Other  _________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________  

Arrangement of work space at County Elections:   

• How many Audit Boards? __________   
• How many Vote Review Panels? _________  

• Was there adequate table space for Audit Boards and Review Panel(s)?      Y   N   

• Could Monitors get a good view of the AB tables?     Y   N   
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Station balanced to prevent bottlenecks and smooth workflow?      Y     N  

Did Superintendent conduct troubleshooting?  Y    N  

Security (Sheriff) required?  Y   N. _______________________________________________________  

Were there any disruptions that stopped auditing?    Y    N ___________________________________  

Comments: ____________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________  
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Were envelopes promptly picked up 
by Runner when Panel finished  

Y    N  

  

Y    N  

  

Y    N  

  


