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Numbered Memo 2020-23 
TO:   County Boards of Elections 

FROM:  Karen Brinson Bell, Executive Director 

RE:    In-Person Return of Absentee Ballots 

DATE:  September 22, 2020 

 

Absentee by mail voters may choose to return their ballot by mail or in person.  Voters who return 
their ballot in person may return it to the county board of elections office by 5 p.m. on Election 
Day or to any one-stop early voting site in the county during the one-stop early voting period.  This 
numbered memo provides guidance and recommendations for the safe, secure, and controlled in-
person return of absentee ballots.  

General Information 
Who May Return a Ballot 
A significant portion of voters are choosing to return their absentee ballots in person for this elec-
tion.  Only the voter, or the voter’s near relative or legal guardian, is permitted to possess an ab-
sentee ballot.1  A multipartisan assistance team (MAT) or a third party may not take possession of 
an absentee ballot.  Because of this provision in the law, an absentee ballot may not be left in 
an unmanned drop box.  

The county board shall ensure that, if they have a drop box, slot, or similar container at their office, 
the container has a sign indicating that absentee ballots may not be deposited in it. 

Intake of Container-Return Envelope 
As outlined in Numbered Memo 2020-19, trained county board staff review each container-re-
turn envelope to determine if there are any deficiencies.  Review of the container-return envelope 

 
1 It is a class I felony for any person other than the voter’s near relative or legal guardian to take 
possession of an absentee ballot of another voter for delivery or for return to a county board of 
elections.  G.S. § 163-223.6(a)(5). 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/dl.ncsbe.gov/sboe/numbermemo/2020/Numbered%20Memo%202020-19_Absentee%20Deficiencies.pdf
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does not occur at intake.  Therefore, the staff member conducting intake should not conduct a re-
view of the container envelope and should accept the ballot.  If intake staff receive questions 
about whether the ballot is acceptable, they shall inform the voter that it will be reviewed at a 
later time and the voter will be contacted if there are any issues.  Intake staff shall accept receipt 
of all ballots provided to them, even if information is missing or someone other than the voter or 
their near relative or legal guardian returns the ballot.   

It is not recommended that county board staff serve as a witness for a voter while on duty.  If a 
county board determines that it will allow staff to serve as a witness, the staff member who is a 
witness shall be one who is not involved in the review of absentee ballot envelopes. 

Log Requirement 
An administrative rule requires county boards to keep a written log when any person returns an 
absentee ballot in person.2  However, to limit the spread of COVID-19, the written log require-
ment has been adjusted for remaining elections in 2020.   

When a person returns the ballot in person, the intake staff will ask the person for their name and 
whether they are the voter or the voter’s near relative or legal guardian.  The staffer will indicate 
this information on a log along with the CIV number of the ballot and the date that it was received.  
If the person indicates they are not the voter or the voter’s near relative or legal guardian, the staffer 
will also require the person to provide their address and phone number. 

Board Consideration of Delivery and Log Requirements  
Failure to comply with the logging requirement, or delivery of an absentee ballot by a person other 
than the voter, the voter’s near relative, or the voter’s legal guardian, is not sufficient evidence in 
and of itself to establish that the voter did not lawfully vote their ballot.3  A county board shall not 
disapprove an absentee ballot solely because it was delivered by someone who was not authorized 

 
2 08 NCAC 18 .0102 requires that, upon delivery, the person delivering the ballot shall provide 
the following information in writing: (1) Name of voter; (2) Name of person delivering ballot; 
(3) Relationship to voter; (4) Phone number (if available) and current address of person deliver-
ing ballot; (5) Date and time of delivery of ballot; and (6) Signature or mark of person delivering 
ballot certifying that the information provided is true and correct and that the person is the voter 
or the voter's near relative. 
3 Id.  Compare G.S. § 163-230.2(3), as amended by Section 1.3.(a) of Session Law 2019-239, 
which states that an absentee request form returned to the county board by someone other than an 
unauthorized person is invalid. 
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to possess the ballot.  The county board may, however, consider the delivery of a ballot in accord-
ance with the rule, 08 NCAC 18 .0102, in conjunction with other evidence in determining whether 
the ballot is valid and should be counted. 

Return at a County Board Office 
A voter may return their absentee ballot to the county board of elections office any time the office 
is open.  A county board must ensure its office is staffed during regular business hours to allow 
for return of absentee ballots.  Even if your office is closed to the public, you must provide staff 
who are in the office during regular business hours to accept absentee ballots until the end of 
Election Day.  You are not required to accept absentee ballots outside of regular business hours. 
Similar to procedures at the close of polls on Election Day, if an individual is in line at the time 
your office closes or at the absentee ballot return deadline (5 p.m. on Election Day), a county board 
shall accept receipt of the ballot.    

If your site has a mail drop or drop box used for other purposes, you must affix a sign stating that 
voters may not place their ballots in the drop box.  However, a county board may not disapprove 
a ballot solely because it is placed in a drop box.4   

In determining the setup of your office for in-person return of absentee ballots, you should consider 
and plan for the following: 

• Ensure adequate parking, especially if your county board office will be used as a one-stop 
site  

• Arrange sufficient space for long lines and markings for social distancing  
• Provide signage directing voters to the location to return their absentee ballot 
• Ensure the security of absentee ballots.  Use a locked or securable container for returned 

absentee ballots that cannot be readily removed by an unauthorized person. 
• If your set-up allows the return of ballots outside, plan for the possibility of severe weather.  

You may need a tent or other covering.  Have a plan for how crowd control will occur 
without the physical barriers of an office and the security of your staff and the balloting 
materials.  For safety reasons, it is not recommended you keep an outside return location 
open after dark or during inclement weather. 

 
4 Id.   
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Return at an Early Voting Site 
Location to Return Absentee Ballots 
Each early voting site shall have at least one designated, staffed station for the return of absentee 
ballots.  Return of absentee ballots shall occur at that station.  The station may be set up exclu-
sively for absentee ballot returns or may provide other services, such as a help desk, provided the 
absentee ballots can be accounted for and secured separately from other ballots or processes.  
Similar to accepting absentee ballots at the county board of elections office, you should consider 
and plan for the following with the setup of an early voting location for in-person return of ab-
sentee ballots: 

• Have a plan for how crowd control will occur and how voters will be directed to the ap-
propriate location for in-person return of absentee ballots 

• Provide signage directing voters and markings for social distancing 
• Ensure adequate parking and sufficient space for long lines  
• If your set-up allows the return of ballots outside, plan for the possibility of severe weather.  

You may need a tent or other covering.  Have a plan for how crowd control will occur 
without the physical barriers of an office and the security of your staff and the balloting 
materials.  For safety reasons, ensure that there is adequate lighting as voting hours will 
continue past dark. 

Because absentee ballots must be returned to a designated station, absentee ballots should not be 
returned in the curbside area. 

Procedures 
Absentee ballots that are hand-delivered must be placed in a secured container upon receipt, sim-
ilar to how provisional ballots are securely stored at voting sites.  Absentee by mail ballots deliv-
ered to an early voting site must be stored separately from all other ballots in a container desig-
nated only for absentee by mail ballots.  County boards must also conduct regular reconciliation 
practices between the log and the absentee ballots.  County boards are not required by the State 
to log returned ballots into SOSA; however, a county board may require their one-stop staff to 
complete SOSA logging.  

If a voter brings in an absentee ballot and does not want to vote it, the ballot should be placed in 
the spoiled-ballot bag.  It is recommended that voters who call the county board office and do not 
want to vote their absentee ballot be encouraged to discard the ballot at home.  

Return at an Election Site 
An absentee ballot may not be returned at an Election Day polling place.  If a voter appears in 
person with their ballot at a polling place on Election Day, they shall be instructed that they may 
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(1) take their ballot to the county board office or mail it so it is postmarked that day and received 
by the deadline; or (2) have the absentee ballot spoiled and vote in-person at their polling place.   

If someone other than the voter appears with the ballot, they shall be instructed to take it to the 
county board office or mail the ballot so it is postmarked the same day.  If the person returning 
the ballot chooses to mail the ballot, they should be encouraged to take it to a post office to en-
sure the envelope is postmarked.  Depositing the ballot in a USPS drop box on Election Day may 
result in ballot not being postmarked by Election Day and therefore not being counted. 
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