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UNSECURED VOTING BY MAIL 
LEAVES ELECTION SYSTEMS 

VULNERABLE TO BAD ACTORS.
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THE INCREASE IN VOTING BY MAIL 
AND LAST-MINUTE CHANGES TO 
ELECTION PROCEDURES PLACED 
STRESS ON ELECTION SYSTEMS.
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T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E :
STATES NEED TO ENSURE THAT VOTING BY MAIL IS AN  

EASY AND SECURE METHOD OF VOTING.

K E Y  F I N D I N G S

STATES HAVE COMMONSENSE 
OPTIONS TO SECURE THE  
VOTE-BY-MAIL PROCESS.
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LAWMAKERS SHOULD CLOSE EXISTING LOOPHOLES TO 
ENSURE THE VOTE-BY-MAIL PROCESS IS SECURE.

5

STATES SAW AN 
UNPRECEDENTED INCREASE IN 

THE NUMBER OF VOTERS OPTING 
TO VOTE BY MAIL IN 2020.
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Background 
Secure and fair elections are foundational to the American system of government, but 
irregularities and last-minute changes by unelected bureaucrats erode public trust in 
elections. When voters have reason to question the integrity of the process, they will question 
the legitimacy of the outcome. If this happens, voters will lose faith in their public officials and 
disengage from the political process. Disengagement means that Americans do not believe 
their voices will be heard. This is a failure for our democratic system. 

The 2020 election serves as an unfortunate example. The 2020 cycle was marked by partisan 
lawsuits, last-minute changes to existing procedures, slow reporting of results, and other 
election irregularities. Ballots were reportedly stolen from a drop box in Florida.1 In Georgia, 
a local jurisdiction discovered more than 2,500 uncounted ballots more than a week after 
the election.2 In Georgia and Nevada, local jurisdictions were processing and counting mail 
ballots several days after the election, increasing the time it takes for voters to get election 
results while simultaneously shrinking their trust in the outcome.3-4 As a result of these and 
other unmentioned examples, millions of Americans now question whether their vote was 
counted—and if it will count in future elections. 

Fortunately, there is a path forward: A majority of voters say election reform would restore 
trust in democracy.5 Voters need to be confident that the election process is free and fair and 
that their vote will count. 

2020: The vote-by-mail perfect storm 
During the 2020 presidential election, many states expanded voting by mail due to the 
challenges presented by COVID-19. In fact, some states, including Alabama and Kentucky, 
relaxed voting-by-mail eligibility, allowing any registered voter to vote by mail.6-7 

Record numbers of voters took advantage of this new opportunity. In the 2020 presidential 
election alone, more than 65 million mail ballots were returned, with at least 26 million mail 
ballots outstanding.8 In Florida, for example, the number of Floridians voting by mail increased 
to nearly five million, as compared to just over 2.7 million in 2016.9-10 

IN THE 2020 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION,  
LAST-MINUTE CHANGES TO ELECTION  
LAWS AND PROCEDURES RELATED TO 
VOTING BY MAIL CREATED CHAOS.
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However, the dramatic increase in voting by mail stretched the election system to the brink. 
Quite simply, state and local election infrastructure was not prepared for the massive influx of 
ballots they received, leading to a flurry of mismanagement and misconduct: 

 X Ballots were found on the side of the road in Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, and 
Wisconsin;11-14 

 X Drop boxes were set on fire in Los Angeles and Boston;15-16 

 X Officials in Arkansas and Wisconsin discovered uncounted ballots well after  
Election Day;17-18 

 X In one Pennsylvania jurisdiction, an unknown number of mail ballots were 
potentially lost by the postal service;19 

 X And more. 

On top of increased demand from voters who wanted to vote by mail, there were numerous 
last-minute changes to election laws and procedures related to voting by mail that created 
chaos. In many states, judges and unelected regulators changed or ignored existing state 
procedures. State officials mass mailed applications, relaxed witness requirements, expanded 
voting-by-mail eligibility, and extended deadlines.20-23 In fact, some states even automatically 
mailed a ballot to every registered voter.24 

IN MANY STATES, JUDGES AND UNELECTED 
REGULATORS CHANGED OR IGNORED 

EXISTING STATE PROCEDURES.

This increased volume of ballots not only stretches election workers and creates backlogs in 
the process that undermine public confidence—it also leaves the election system vulnerable 
to bad actors. 

Unsecured voting by mail opens the door to ballot harvesting 
The term “ballot harvesting” describes the practice of allowing third parties to collect and 
return voters’ ballots. Ballot harvesting generally involves an operative appearing at a voter’s 
home, soliciting the voter’s ballot, and returning ballots in bulk to the local election office. As 
such, candidates and campaigns will pay ballot harvesters to solicit votes, and harvesters 
may target vulnerable voters to manipulate them to vote a certain way.25 In some cases, 
harvesters may even tamper with, alter, or destroy voters’ ballots.26 Ultimately, the goal of ballot 
harvesting is to influence the outcome of the election.27 
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One of the most notorious examples of ballot harvesting occurred in North Carolina in 2018. 
The Republican candidate initially won, but the number of mail ballots cast was unusually high, 
raising suspicion. According to investigators, a local operative conducted a highly organized 
ballot harvesting scheme by collecting and returning ballots.28 To incentivize harvesters to 
collect more ballots, harvesters were allegedly paid $150 per 50 ballot applications and $125 
per 50 absentee ballots collected.29 

To incentivize harvesters to collect more ballots, 
harvesters were allegedly paid $150 per 50 ballot 
applications and $125 per 50 absentee ballots.

The operative and the team of harvesters reportedly forged witness signatures and even 
filled in voters’ ballots.30-31 The problems were so pervasive that the election results were thrown 
out and a new election was ordered.32 

Ballot harvesting is not limited to one isolated instance in North Carolina. According to reports, 
political operatives in New Jersey collected and returned hundreds of mail ballots during the 
May 2020 municipal election.33 A new election was eventually ordered because officials were 
unable to separate potentially fraudulent votes from legal votes.34 

In Texas, a recent arrest was made in an alleged ballot harvesting scheme leading up to 
the 2020 election.35 The harvester was accused of providing gifts for votes, with many of the 
affected voters being seniors.36 

BALLOT HARVESTING AND FRAUD ALLEGATIONS  
DERAIL CONGRESSIONAL ELECTION

Presentation of Evidence by North Carolina State Investigators

Source: North Carolina State Board of Elections
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Ballot harvesting is a long-standing practice. For years, local campaigns in Texas have paid for 
the services of “politiqueras” to deliver votes for candidates.37 And “boleteros” (or balloteers) 
have been collecting and returning mail ballots for more than 20 years in Florida.38 

How states can keep voting by mail easy and secure 
The good news is that states have commonsense options to prevent ballot harvesting and 
ensure voting by mail is easy and secure. 

As part of their ballot harvesting reform package, North Caro-
lina banned the practice of mailing pre-filled ballot applica-
tions.39 This is an important security measure because, under the 
new system, voters must fill out the application and provide their 
personal details (like a driver’s license number). 

Another means to prevent ballot harvesting is to limit the number 
of ballots a single person may return and define who may return 
a voter’s ballot. States should limit the number of ballots one 
person may return. This effectively makes ballot harvesting 
illegal. For example, Arkansas limits a single person to hand-
delivering two ballots in an election.40 Alabama provides that 
only the voter can return their ballot.41 

States should also define who may return a ballot. Louisiana, 
for example, limits hand-delivery to immediate family members, 
and Iowa limits delivery to immediate family, housemates, or 
caretakers.42-43 

Equally important is the need for a mechanism to confirm voters’ 
identities. States have various tools at their disposal to verify this 
information, like requiring absentee ballots to be witnessed 
(Alabama and Wisconsin, among others).44-45 This means that 
a witness must sign the ballot envelope, swearing that the voter 
completed the ballot. This also provides a mechanism for law 
enforcement to begin an investigation, should one be necessary. 

Other states like Ohio require the voter to include identifying 
information like the last four digits of their Social Security number 
or driver’s license number on the mail ballot envelope.46 This is 
an important security measure as it helps to confirm the voter 
is who they claim to be. And states like Wisconsin generally 
require voters to provide a copy of their government-issued 
identification before a ballot will be mailed.47 
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Another means to confirm the voter is who they claim to be is through signature comparison. 
In this scenario, the signature on the mail ballot envelope is compared to a signature on file 
at the election office (like on a voter registration application). But some states require that the 
team comparing signatures unanimously agree to reject a signature. This means that even 
fraudulent votes may be counted. States should require only a majority vote of a signature 
verification committee to reject a ballot. 

Bottom line: States need to secure the voting-by-mail process
Secure and fair elections are necessary for self-governance. With the increased number of 
voters choosing to vote by mail and the many steps involved, it is imperative that lawmakers 
close existing loopholes and secure the process. Voters need to be confident that their voices 
will be heard and that their vote will count. Thankfully, states have simple solutions to protect 
the integrity of voting by mail.
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