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Introduction

As the world turns to strategies to stave oû the worse 
eûects of the novel coronavirus, now is the time to 
redouble our commitment to democracy.  Access to 
voting has been far from perfect, however over the past 
century America has successfully extended the right to 
vvote to all adult citizens.  Who we are is defined by this 
right to vote and now, during this momentous struggle, we 
must preserve what makes us great: a society of 
governments of the people, for the people and by the 
people. 

States around the country are pushing back primary and 
runoû elections in the hope that, if held at a later time, 
election pelection procedures can return to the old normal.2 Rather 
than hope, we recommend taking this opportunity to plan 
a more accessible, more equitable system of voting that 
includes measure to protect against fraud and abuse 
while giving all Americans an equal opportunity to vote, 
no matter the circumstances. Viral analysis has shown that 
the spread of COVID-19 may spike a second time months 
aafter the initial surge, even accelerating for a second time 
during November 2020.3 Even if the viral eûects were to 
subside, the public education of interpersonal contact 
avoidance will persist in discouraging large-crowd, in-
person voting for some time. While some states may delay 
voting, other states are facing the current pandemic with 
realistic solutions. Many states are relying on existing, 
rrobust vote-by-mail systems to ensure the persistence of a 
thriving democracy even while citizens heed public health 
warnings to socially distance from one another.  Congress 
should take action, as part of the relief measures it is 
considering, to fund and set minimum standards for voting 
procedures that would apply nationwide. These 
standards should include (1) universal vote by mail, (2) in-
peperson voting centers designed to limit person to person 
contact, (3) secure ballot drop-oû centers, and (4) 
reasonable measures to ensure voting security and equity. 
If the federal government does not act, state and local 
leaders must do so. Considering the time necessary to 
erect voting infrastructure which will adequately respond 
to COVID-19, it is essential to pursue this action immediately.
CitiCitizens have already begun acting in defense of their 
voting rights, preempting the failure of state and federal 
governments. Arizona is being sued over deadline 
provision which disenfranchises voters in general, and 
minority voters at higher rates than white voters.4  In Texas, 
Democrats have filed a lawsuit that argues that existing

state law that allows vote-by-email for persons with a 
disability of injury can be invoked by any eligible voter 
practicing social distancing.5 In Wisconsin, a federal case 
has been filed to extend vote-by-mail.6 Some states are 
moving proactively without litigation. Hawaii has 
cancelled plans for in-person voting for their April 4 
primary election and mprimary election and moved to vote-by-mail.7  

This paper seeks to first iterate the low-health risks and 
general safety to the public that voting by mail provides.  
Second, this paper will survey successful vote-by mail 
techniques utilized by jurisdictions throughout the country 
to serve as a guide for policymakers in Washington D.C., 
state capitals, and local communities. In our final section, 
wwe conclude with a series of policy recommendations to 
guide federal and state legislators as they consider more 
accessible voting systems. As events unfold, and in 
reviewing new data and research, the UCLA Voting Rights 
Project (VRP) will add to this analysis and issue revised 
reports and recommendations.  
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Public Health and Safety of Vote -By-Mail 

Vote-by-mail is necessary to safeguard public health 
while also enabling citizens to act on their fundamental 
right to vote.  Traditional polling locations without 
substantial modifications could pose health and safety 
risks for the transmission of illnesses, especially during the 
CCOVID-19 pandemic. Traditional polling locations make 
social distancing diûicult, as they often feature crowded 
lines of hundreds (if not thousands) of voters touching the 
same voting machines, which are rarely sterilized.8  A study 
by the US Government found that novel coronavirus 
(which causes the COVID-19 illness) can remain active on 
plastic and stainless steel “up to 2-3 days” and that “fomite 
ttransmission of HCoV-19 [novel coronavirus] is plausible. . .”9  
This has serious implications for the transmission of 
COVID-19 from surfaces throughout polling places, 
including voting machines themselves.

Unlike in-person voting, the risk of transmission of the novel 
coronavirus or illness by mail “is theoretical and minimal.”10  
The U.S Postal Services, citing the Centers for Disease 
CControl and Prevention and the World Health 
Organization stated that “there is currently no evidence 
that COVID-19 can spread through the mail.”11 Items 
shipped through the mail are viewed by experts as being 
safe from transmitting or carrying viruses.12  Professor of 
Medicine at Yale University, Joseph Vinetz, stated that "[i]f 
somebody were to, say, cough ... on a box or on a letter, 
the chanthe chances of that remaining viable for the period of 
time it's in transit seems extremely unlikely."13  Now more 
than ever, mail is thereby the best method to safeguard 
the health of all voters.

Existing Infrastructure

Many states already have a robust vote-by-mail 
infrastructure in place. Nearly half of states have 
pprovisions allowing certain elections to be conducted 
primarily by mail-delivered ballots, and several states 
allow it for all elections. Six states conduct all elections by 
mail; four states permit counties to opt into conducting all 
elections by mail; eight states permit some elections to be 
conducted by mail; five states permit certain jurisdictions 
or portions of a jurisdiction to be designated as all-mail 
based on pbased on population; 33 states and Washington, D.C., oûer 
"no-excuse" absentee/mailed ballot voting, meaning any 
voter can receive an absentee ballot if they request one;14 
and all of the remaining states allow limited 

  

absentee/mailed ballot voting for at least some voters 
(See Appendix I for more information). Historically, the 
implementation of vote by mail takes place in stages; 
states begin with providing all-mail elections in certain 
circumstances, adding additional opportunities for voting 
by mail as citizens become more familiar with vote by mail 
pprocedures. Six states are far along in this process: 
Colorado, Oregon, Washington, Hawaii, Utah, and 
California. While only some counties in California and Utah 
now implement vote by mail for all elections, all counties in 
both states are expected to implement vote by mail in 
2020. These six states would require only minor tweaks to 
existing voting measures to implement universal vote-by-
mailmail.

Other states have already begun to experiment with 
phasing in vote by mail but they will now need to move 
swiftly given the exigent circumstances of the pandemic. 
Nebraska implemented vote by mail in four counties in 
2018,15 while New Mexico did so in a single county that 
same year.16 In Rhode Island, Secretary of State Nellie M. 
Gorbea has been Gorbea has been working with the state’s Board of 
Elections to try to make the April 28, 2020 primary 
predominantly a vote-by-mail election by automatically 
sending applications to all of the state’s 788,000 
registered voters. In New York, Douglas A. Kellner, co-
chairman of the State Board of Elections, has reported 
that oûicials are considering expanding mail-in options for 
the April 28the April 28, 2020 primary election. In Connecticut, 
Secretary of State Denise Merrill asked Governor Ned 
Lamont to issue an executive order permitting anyone to 
obtain an absentee ballot in the state’s primary on April 28, 
2020. Those ballots are currently available only if you are 
ill.

In sum, over 23 percent of voters had cast their ballots by 
mail in the 2mail in the 2016 general election. Nevertheless, a majority 
of states still need to implement major changes to their 
election systems to provide all eligible Americans the 
opportunity to vote by mail.17

The Benefits of Vote by Mail 

Vote by mail provides important benefits even in the 
absence of a pandemic. It promotes voter convenience, 
as citias citizens can vote at home without time pressure, as well 
as political discussion.20  Vote by mail also may result in    
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financial savings, as jurisdictions no longer need to meet 
traditional staûing and equipment needs.19 Vote by mail 
may also increase voter turnout,20 especially among
among minorities21 and the diûerently abled.22 Decreases 
in voter participation associated with vote by mail 
schemes can also be mitigated with adequate voter 
ccommunication.23 Vote by mail schemes are also more 
secure from digital hacking eûorts. While“there [is] 
basically no such thing as a hacker-proof electronic 
voting machine,”24 the paper record of mail voting plus the 
elimination of thousands of electronic vote recording 
machines, substantially lowers the opportunity for hacking. 
Research indicates that voters approve of vote at home 
measumeasures.25 Indeed, the voter has the ability to keep their 
own record of their voted ballot, something usually 
lacking from in-person voting schemes.  Such personal 
records could help detect fraud and abuse in close 
elections during judicially managed election contests.

Areas for Improving Vote-by-Mail

All voting methodologies involve potential drawbacks. 
In peIn person voting through direct-recording electronic (DRE) 
machines, especially those without paper records, are 
susceptible to some degree to electronic manipulation.  
Further, not all citizens interact well with the electronic 
voting machine, thus sometimes frustrating vote choice. 
The point is not that in-person voting is unacceptable, only 
that in-person voting potentially suûers from more issues 
than dothan does vote-by-mail. Fortunately, vote-by-mail systems 
can be designed to deal with many of the election 
security complaints.  When implementing vote by mail 
schemes, it is important to remain attentive to potential 
issues, and to actively mitigate the eûect that transitioning 
to mail voting can have.

Disparate impact - vote-by-mail schemes could 
ppotentially have a disparate impact on the indigent, the
 impoverished, and communities of color- especially 
Native Americans. Many Native American reservation 
residents do not have street addresses, and their P.O. 
boxes may be shared.26 Other minorities are “less likely to 
have permanent addresses than nonminority citizens, 
more apt to live in areas with inconsistent mail delivery, 
and moand more prone not to return mail they receive.”27 Thus 
vote-by-mail needs to be cognizant of potential 
diûerential access and implement procedures to ensure 
all citizens have access to a mail ballot.   

  

Screening out rightful ballots - during receipt and 
processing, vote by mail may screen out rightful ballots. 
“[T]ens of thousands of these mail-in ballots are likely to be
rejected — and the voter might never know, or know 
why.”28 Vote by mail measures often use signature 
matching as a way to authenticate ballots. When there is 
a mismaa mismatch between a signature on a voters’ registration 
and their ballot, the ballot may be deemed invalid. Dr. 
Daniel Smith of the University of Florida, a leading expert 
on vote-by-mail, has studied absentee ballot rejection 
rates and concluded that county-level rejection rates vary 
considerably suggesting local county administrators are 
using diûerent criteria for what constitutes a problematic 
ballballot.29 Further, registered voters who were Black, 
Hispanic or Democrat experienced higher rejection rates 
of their ballots in the state of Florida.30 Beyond Florida, the 
signature matching process has been used by states to 
restrict and discriminate, resulting in the rejection of 
thousands of ballots. For example, during the 2018 
midterm elections, Georgia election oûicials discarded 
hundhundreds of absentee ballots.31 “Of those discarded 
ballots, more than one-third came from the racially 
diverse Gwinnett County, where more than half of the 
rejected ballots belonged to African American or Asian 
American voters.”32 As states implement vote-by-mail, it is 
important that signature matching processes are not 
overly restrictive, and leave ample opportunity for voters 
tto correct or “cure” their ballot. States should also adopt 
alternatives to signature verification. When executed 
carefully, vote-by-mail methods can improve 
enfranchisement over in-person voting.

Language accessibility - vote-by-mail requires careful 
attention to the language accessibility of ballots. Under the 
Department of Justice’s guidelines for implementation of 
the Section 2the Section 203 of the Voting Rights Act regarding 
language minority groups, materials provided by mail 
generally to residents must be provided in the applicable 
minority language.33 If not, “the Attorney General will 
determine whether an eûective targeting system has 
been developed.”34  Applicable remedies suûicient to 
comply with Section 203 compliance should include 
“mailing of ma“mailing of materials in the minority language to persons 
who are likely to need them or to residents of 
neighborhoods in which such a need is likely to exist, 
supplemented by a notice of the availability of minority 
language materials in the general mailing (in English and in 
the applicable minority language) and by other publicity 
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regarding the availability of such materials.”35 Compliance 
with these measures will help ensure that mail ballots are
comprehensible for all voters.

Trust of mail delivery -  Decades ago, one question that 
came up when states transitioned to vote-my-mail was 
inevitably: will my ballot get “lost in the mail?” Since then, 
sstates have implemented extensive safe guards, tracking 
procedures and security measures to ensure all ballots 
are delivered safely and in states such as Oregon and 
Washington confidence in their voting systems are very 
high. Although the fear of mail accuracy is likely less of a 
concern for voters who are fearful of leaving their homes 
for risk of contracting or spreading the coronavirus, in 
momore normal times many voters distrust the mail system. 
These concerns can be alleviated by setting a deadline 
for a postmark of ballots instead of requiring the ballot to 
be delivered by a certain date, by providing community 
drop-oû locations which allow for no-contact ballot drop 
oû for citizens, and other measures outlined below.

Delays - vote-by-mail elections may slow down the vote 
ccounting process, as we have seen in California and 
Washington this year. This is especially the case if all 
recommended security measures are implemented. 
Slower and more precise processing and counting of 
ballots, however, is not problematic for democracy. 
Indeed, most states do not certify “oûicial” election results 
for three weeks after election day.  States with large 
vvolumes of vote-by-mail are still able to process millions of 
voted ballots on election night and post tallies of the 
ballots on hand, providing clear indications of the voters' 
will on election night.36 Just as voters have gotten used to 
election results within hours of polls closing, they too will 
become accustomed to a longer wait.  There is every 
reason to believe that public observation of a longer, 
delibedeliberative, not in the middle of the night, tabulation 
process will engender more, not less, trust in the accuracy 
of election outcomes.
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States which do not already do so should prepare to send mail ballots to all eligible voters. In doing so, 
they should comply with the following best practices:

1. Voter Registration and Access to Mail Ballots

a. Increase access to voter registration. Send all voting-eligible citizens a voter registration form 
or allow online voter registration.

                
b.b. States that still require an excuse to request an absentee ballot should immediately pass 
legislation to allow any voter, without regard to age or need, to sign-up to receive a mail 
ballot in any election.

c. Allow voters to sign up as permanent absentee voters so that they can remain signed up for 
future elections. Voters who are designated as permanent absentee status should 
automatically receive a ballot in the mail prior to every election.

2. Envelope and Ballot

a.a. Require uniformity in envelope and ballot design. All jurisdictions in the state should implement 
the same envelope and ballot design to insure visibility and readability.37  States or counties 
can contract with a vendor to mail all ballots to all voters; it is more eûicient for a vendor to 
work with the state to get the voter file than many individual localities. Centralized print 
operations could be established within a state without using a third-party vendor, which 
might be especially important if COVID-19 overwhelms local printers.

b. These ballots should include a paid postage for return. Paid postage could be covered by 
ffederal funds if the federal government created an indicia for all domestic ballots. This way, 
postage for outbound and inbound mail ballots would be billed directly to the federal 
government. Otherwise, states should cover the cost of postage. 

c. Standardize return addresses within each county. Every ballot in the state should have one 
return address.40 

d. Implement a unique barcode on each ballot and envelope to allow voters to track the status 
of their ballot. 

e.e. In elections held during a presidential or gubernatorial emergency or disaster declaration, 
voters should be permitted to access a secure website, login, and print their ballot and ballot 
envelopes from home. Eûective voter verification systems should be provided (discussed 
below) which allow the voter to provide photographs, personal ID numbers and/or other
information known only to the voter to confirm they are the person who voted on their ballot.
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3. Mail-In Submission or Ballot Drop-off

a. States should establish a strong working relationship with the US Postal Service. Formulate a 
schedule, review postal regulations, utilize intelligent mail barcodes, coordinate ballot tracking 
measures, and leverage cost eûiciency with high-volume rates.

b. States should implement secure drop boxes in both (1) current planned polling locations; and 
(2) new drop box locations. Placing ballot drop-oû boxes in planned polling locations will 
minimiminimize voter confusion. Additional drop-oû boxes throughout jurisdictions will maximize 
access.

c. Ballot drop-oû boxes should be:

i.  Visible, with large signage.

ii.  In ADA accessible areas.
                           

iii.  In or near public buildings such as schools, public works, municipal meeting areas, malls, 
public parpublic parks, and other highly frequented areas. 

iv. Drop-boxes should be locked or sealed with a tamper-evident seal. Unstaûed drop-
boxes should be securely fastened to an immovable object. Staûed drop-boxes should 
be fastened to an immovable object, placed behind a counter, or otherwise 
safeguarded. If possible, drop-boxes should be monitored by video surveillance.38  

4. Modify in-person polling places

a. During times of national or statewide emergency or natural disaster declaration, any in-
peperson polling locations must be meet the following requirements to maintain social distance 
between voters and help minimize crowds:39 

i. Remove any long-term care or senior living facilities as planned polling places;

ii. Be situated in larger rooms with space for distancing, such as school gymnasiums;

iii. Have clearly demarcated standing areas providing for 6+ feet of space between voters 
and workers; 

iv. Endeavor to hire more election oûicials to administer day-of election procedures;

vv. Maximize the number of polling machines, and allocate limited polling machines 
strategically to areas most likely to experience voter build-up;

vi. Oûer gloves to voters;
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vii. Provide paper ballots that are marked in pen, and encourage voters to bring their own 
pens;

viii. Provide sanitization stations with sterilizer dispensers;

ix. Regularly and thoroughly clean polling stations throughout each day; and

x. Provide modified voting hours for elderly or at-risk populations, emulating the eûorts of 
stores nationwide to protect the most vulnerable.40 

b.b. All states should classify election administrators, oûicials, volunteers, and any other election 
related workers (including part-time workers or independent contractors) as emergency 
personnel.

c. States should provide two weeks of in-person early voting to minimize crowds. These polling 
locations must follow the above recommendations

i.  Visible, with large signage;

ii.  In ADA accessible areas;
                                                      

iii.  In or near public buildings such as schools, public works, municipal meeting areas, malls, 
public parks, and other highly frequented areas. 

5. Creation of a Real-Time Ballot Tracking System 

a. Vote-by-mail systems should allow voters to track their ballot from the time it is sent to the time 
it is scanned and finally accepted. 

i. Counties must prepare envelopes that have individual barcodes that are scanned at 
specific poispecific points during reception of the voted ballot, counting of ballot, and either 
acceptance or rejection of ballot. 

1. Ballots will remain confidential.

b. Tracking of ballots should be available online through the respective county registrar or 
clerk’s oûice.41 

i. Other tracking options should include text, email and phone. 

6. Create a Fail-Safe for Signature Matching of Vote-by-Mail Ballots 

a.a. Allow multiple ways for voters to verify their identity, which could include signature or other 
verification means. 
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b. Signature verification:

i.  Require statewide standards for signature verification to prevent individual counties 
from using too harsh, or too lenient match algorithms.

ii.  States must publish to the general public their signature matching verification process 2 
weeks before vote by mail ballots are mailed. 42 

                           
iii.iii.  If signature cannot be verified/validated, then rely on a secondary verification 
mechanism in subpoint c.

c. In addition to signature, verification should be possible through alternatives such as:

i.  The last four digits of a voter’s Social Security Number; 

ii.  A voter’s bank statement or utility bill;
                           

iii.  A voter’s drivers’ license number or passport number;

iiv. Digital photograph of the voter;

v. Fingerprint aûixed to the ballot; or.

vi. Sworn statement.

d. Process all ballots on central count scanning equipment and set up 24/7 camera surveillance 
that can be streamed online for the whole ballot operation

e. Provide a ballot-processing environment that also allows for the safe/secure/healthy 
observation of workers by third parties. This will help bolster public confidence and allow 
ooûicials to perform a ballot comparison audit.

7. Create or Extend the “Cure Period” for Vote-by-Mail Ballots

a. Voters must be allowed an opportunity to correct or “cure” any errors in their mail ballot. This 
curing process must be meaningful and have a clear set of standards in order to comply with 
the U.S. Constitution.43  

b. 16 states have statutes that address signature matching discrepancies and provide voters a 
process to ensure their votes are counted. 44  Among these 16, elements of Minnesota, Oregon, 
and and Washington state laws should be used as models for curing processes.45  

c. The following measures are recommended: 

i.   If a vote-by-mail ballot is missing a signature or has signature discrepancies, the 
envelope must remain sealed. A voter must be notified that their ballot has been 
rejected within 72 hours of its rejection, and all communications with the voter must be 
recorded.
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ii.  The County Clerk must notify a voter through multi-modal communication, including 
telephone, text message, email, and/or mail to inform the voter that their ballot has 
been rejected.

                           
iii.  The oûicial must document the attempts made to contact the voter. 

iv. Once notified, the voter should be given the opportunity to cure the discrepancy. These 
include online oinclude online or telephonic identity verification or providing the voter with a 
replacement absentee ballot and return envelope. The least preferable method would 
be for an in-person cure. .

v. The curing period should last until 21 days after election day. 

vi. County auditors should be required to contact by phone any voters with outstanding 
ballots awaiting to be cured

d. States should follow any of the above approaches to ensure that voters are not being 
disendisenfranchised through voting by mail.

i. Counties must prepare envelopes that have individual barcodes that are scanned at 
specific points during reception of the voted ballot, counting of ballot, and either 
acceptance or rejection of ballot. 

1. Ballots will remain confidential.

e. Because of the potential challenges related to detecting and correcting signature 
discrepancies, we strongly recommend the allowance of other verification forms as laid out 
in section 6(c)in section 6(c). 

8. Uniform Reporting of Ballot Outcomes

a. Educate voters about the new system through mailers, online advertisements, phone, email, 
and other media. A multi-modal outreach campaign should provide at least four targeted 
voter communications to adequately promote voter engagement.46  

b. Work with U.S. Postal Service to implement a communications plan. U.S. Postal Service can help 
deliver a notice to each customer to register to vote, update their registration in advance, and 
pprovide a reminder to keep addresses current.

9. Voter Communication

a. Each state must create a uniform reporting database. This will facilitate research to better 
understand voting by mail.

b. These databases must be made publicly available on each state’s Secretary of State website, 
publishing mail status, usage rates, and denial rates of all mail ballots on or before the canvas.
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Anything short of the above best practices must at least meet minimum measures to accommodate 
COVID-19 and comply with the right to vote guarantees of the 14th and 15th Amendments. This includes 
the following measures:

1. States must establish “no excuse” absentee ballots, allowing any registered voter to request an 
absentee without requiring that the voter state a reason for his/her desire to vote absentee.

2. States must provide paid postage on all vote by mail ballot envelopes. 

3. 3. States must send vote-by-mail applications to all registered voters or provide applications online 
or via phone or email.  

4. Each budget year, states should designate existing state and local employees as emergency 
election workers who are provided regular training and are on standby to be re-assigned as 
election staû during a presidential or gubernatorial emergency or disaster declaration. 

5. All states must establish a fair ballot verification process using both signature matching 
systems and another alternative process.  

6. 6. States must provide an allowance of in-person curing by voters 14 days after an election at 
multiple municipal buildings throughout each county.

7. The state must provide mail-in ballot drop-oû locations at minimum all planned polling sites 
for the 2020 General Election.
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Conclusion

Given the urgency and importance of the fair and safe 
administration of the 2020 general election, states and 
Congress must act immediately to address the significant 
and novel challenges posed by COVID-19. The standards 
outlined herein covered four significant measures that 
sstates can begin implementing immediately: (1) universal 
vote by mail, (2) in-person voting centers designed to limit 
person to person contact, (3) secure ballot drop-oû 
centers, and (4) reasonable measures to ensure voting 
security and equity. Any delay in the coming weeks could 
lead to substantial diûiculties and dire consequences for 
the administration of the 2020 general election. UCLA 
VRP will VRP will continue to monitor the situation and remains 
available as a resource for leaders seeking to respond 
fairly, safely, and constitutionally to the unfolding crisis.  
 

Protecting Democracy 12

UCLA Latino Policy and Politics Initiative



1. All Elections Conducted by Mail

2. Permit Counties to Opt into Conducting All Elections by Mail
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STATE VOTE-BY-MAIL PRACTICES47



3. Some Elections Conducted by Mail

2. Permit Counties to Opt into Conducting All Elections by Mail
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4. Allow Jurisdictions/Portions of Jurisdictions to be Designated All-Mail Based on Population
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