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Numbered Memo 2020-22 
TO:   County Boards of Elections 

FROM:  Karen Brinson Bell, Executive Director 

RE:    Return Deadline for Mailed Civilian Absentee Ballots in 2020 

DATE:  September 22, 2020  
 

The purpose of this numbered memo is to extend the return deadline for postmarked civilian ab-
sentee ballots that are returned by mail and to define the term “postmark.”  This numbered memo 
only applies to remaining elections in 2020. 

Extension of Deadline 
Due to current delays with mail sent with the U.S. Postal Service (USPS)—delays which may be 
exacerbated by the large number of absentee ballots being requested this election—the deadline 
for receipt of postmarked civilian absentee ballots is hereby extended to nine days after the election 
only for remaining elections in 2020.   

An absentee ballot shall be counted as timely if it is either (1) received by the county board 
by 5:00 p.m. on Election Day; or (2) the ballot is postmarked on or before Election Day and 
received by nine days after the election, which is Thursday, November 12, 2020 at 5:00 p.m.1   

Postmark Requirement 
The postmark requirement for ballots received after Election Day is in place to prohibit a voter 
from learning the outcome of an election and then casting their ballot.  However, the USPS does 
not always affix a postmark to a ballot return envelope.  Because the agency now offers BallotTrax, 
a service that allows voters and county boards to track the status of a voter’s absentee ballot, it is 
possible for county boards to determine when a ballot was mailed even if it does not have a post-
mark.  Further, commercial carriers including DHL, FedEx, and UPS offer tracking services that 
allow voters and the county boards of elections to determine when a ballot was deposited with the 
commercial carrier for delivery.   

 
1 Compare G.S. § 163-231(b)(2)(b) (that a postmarked absentee ballot be received by three days 
after the election). 
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For remaining elections in 2020, a ballot shall be considered postmarked by Election Day if 
it has a postmark affixed to it or if there is information in BallotTrax, or another tracking 
service offered by the USPS or a commercial carrier, indicating that the ballot was in the 
custody of USPS or the commercial carrier on or before Election Day.  If a container-return 
envelope arrives after Election Day and does not have a postmark, county board staff shall conduct 
research to determine whether there is information in BallotTrax that indicates the date it was in 
the custody of the USPS.  If the container-return envelope arrives in an outer mailing envelope 
with a tracking number after Election Day, county board staff shall conduct research with the 
USPS or commercial carrier to determine the date it was in the custody of USPS or the commercial 
carrier. 
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