
 

 

 
The Carter Center Congratulates the State of Georgia on a 

Successful Audit Process 
 
The Carter Center congratulates Georgiaôs 159 counties and office of the secretary of state on their 

successful completion of the audit of the Nov. 3 presidential election.1 The conduct of the audit, which 

constituted the largest hand tally of an election race in U.S. history, was particularly impressive given that 

counties had less than 48 hours to prepare for the process, which was carried out in a highly politicized 

environment and in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. Even with rolling start times, decided at the 

county level, many of the counties finished counting and uploading their ballots ahead of the Wednesday 

deadline. All counties completed their work by the deadline of 11:59 p.m. Nov. 18. 

 

The Carter Center, which has observed more than 110 elections in 39 countries, was the only nonpartisan 

organization monitoring the audit and was credentialed by the office of the secretary of state to provide an 

impartial assessment of the implementation of the audit process. It had the same access provided to the 

political party monitors who were present throughout the state.2 Over five days, The Carter Center deployed 

52 monitors to 25 counties.3 The counties monitored by The Carter Center account for more than 60 percent 

of votes cast and audited. Completing forms specifically designed for the audit, Carter Center monitors 

systematically collected information on each step of the process, including the work of the two-person audit 

boards and the vote review panels, and the uploading of tally information into the open-source data 
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The audit took place in a hyper-partisan environment marked by divisive political rhetoric. In the days 

following Nov. 3, while election results were still uncertain, misinformation and disinformation about the 

electoral process was pervasive, particularly online and on social media. Although legacy media, like the 

Atlanta Journal-Constitution and affiliated regional papers, took steps to provide accurate information about 

the audit process to the public, misinformation and disinformation ï much of it partisan in nature ï was 

nonetheless rampant and served to undermine public confidence in the integrity of the electoral process.  

 

There has long been some level of skepticism about Georgiaôs electoral process. In the past, however, 

much of it has been focused on the electronic voting systems. In 2020, Georgia voters cast their ballots 

using a new voting system that includes ballot-marking devices that produce a printed paper ballot that 

can be checked by the voter.5 This is an important step toward transparency and verifiability. However, 

critics voice concern that the system is not fully transparent because scanners read a QR code on the 

ballot which is not readable by humans when counting ballots. They also note that empirical studies have 

shown that many voters do not check their paper ballots before casting them. While it is critical that work 

continues to encourage ALL voters to review their ballot before scanning, the audit of the printed paper 

ballots provided an important means to verify the accuracy of the machine count in this presidential race.  

 

Risk-Limiting Audits: Postelection audits have long been a fixture of American elections. They are 

designed to check the accuracy of the initially tabulated results and increase citizensô confidence in the 

integrity of the voting process. Typically, some set percentage of precincts or voting machines is rechecked 

to validate the result. 

  

A newer technique, developed over the past decade and now considered the gold standard for election 

auditing, is the ñrisk-limiting auditò (RLA), which looks at a statistically random sample of paper ballots. 

The number of ballots to be checked by hand depends on both the margin of victory and the chosen ñrisk 

limitò ï the chance (say, 10 percent) that the projected winner did not in fact receive the most votes. The 

RLA is in use in about a dozen states, and Georgia law now requires that an RLA with a risk limit of 10 

percent be conducted prior to certification of the vote.6 
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the midst of a pandemic, county election supervisors recruited sufficient personnel for the two-person audit 

boards and organized ballot storage, work space, and room for the public to observe.7  

 

Audit Boards. Counting at the audit boards took place in an atmosphere described by Carter Center monitors 

as calm, professional, and organized ï even cheerful ï despite the long hours worked by many staff. 

Generally, the counting process could be characterized as efficient and smooth. Carter Center monitors 

noted minimal disruptions to the audit boardsô counting and the vote review panelsô work. For the most 

part, the process was well managed, and bottlenecks in the movement of ballots from storage to audit board 

to vote review and back to storage were quickly addressed, allowing a timely completion of the hand tally. 

Nevertheless, there was considerable variability among counties in the implementation of the audit process. 

Carter Center monitors noted the following inconsistencies in the implementation of the recount, none of 

which affected the outcome of the process (as determined by matches between tabulated and counted 

numbers of ballots): 

 

¶ Some county vote review panels reviewed contested ballots as they arrived; other counties 

held the vote review until later in the day. 

¶ Some counties did not allow audit boards breaks until all ballots were secured; other counties 

allowed ballots to be left out on tables ï a potential security issue, although there did not 

appear to be any loss of ballots. Having multiple monitors ï and at times law enforcement ï 

present helped to ensure security. 

¶ Ballots were not consistently secured as they were transferred from storage to audit board to 

review and back to storage, but there was no observed interference with the ballots, and totals 

were reconciled at the end of the day. 

¶ Not all counties systematically employed sign-in/sign-out sheets documenting the chain of 

custody for the ballots, but again, there was no observed interference with ballots, and totals 

were reconciled at the end of the day. 

¶ Some county audit boards used the recommended method of having both members of the 

team read the candidate name aloud. Others did not. But each county observed seemed 

internally consistent in the process they followed. 

¶ In one county monitored, ballots were sorted by candidate and then machine counted on the 

first day of the audit. This was rectified by the second day, and the first dayôs ballots 

subsequently recounted by hand. 

 

Recognizing the unusual circumstances of this audit process, the Center nevertheless encourages 

additional and more consistent training for all audit workers based on state guidelines.  

 

Vote Review Panels. In addition to monitoring the work of the audit boards, Carter Center monitors 

observed the work of the vote review panels, two-person committees that included one representative from 

each of the two major parties. When the two could not agree, the election superintendent was called in as a 

tiebreaker. These committees were tasked with reviewing irregular ballots ï ballots with write-in 

candidates, ballots that had to be duplicated because the voterôs mark on the original ballot wasnôt clear, or 

ballots 

-
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present. Carter Center monitors reported that there were relatively cramped conditions in some smaller 

counties. The Center recommends that future audits ï those with more lead time for planning ï be conducted 

in larger, more open spaces, both to increase transparency and, in the time of COVID-19, to ensure 

appropriate distancing.  

 

The process was monitored not just by The Carter Center but also by monitors designated by the political 

parties. Of the counties observed, 92 percent had Republican and 90 percent Democrat monitors. In many 

locations monitored, the Republican monitors were present in greater numbers than their counterparts 

from the Democratic Party.  

 

In the counties where the Center monitored, party monitors had meaningful access to the counting process. 

According to the guidelines set by the secretary of state, each party was allowed to have one monitor per 

10 ten audit boards, with a minimum of two monitors per county location. Monitors had to provide a letter 

from their designated party, sign in and take an oath, and wear a name tag. Monitors were prohibited from 

interfering, touching ballots, or taking photos or recording the process. Monitors were expected to maintain 

a safe distance from audit board personnel and not to hover over tables or speak to the audit board members 

while they were counting. The same rules applied to Carter Center monitors. 

 

Carter Center monitors noted that party monitors were able to walk around the ballot counting area to 

observe audit boards at work and were generally able to hear the votes as they were read out and sorted into 

the appropriate piles to be counted. They also were able to witness the counting of the stacks of ballots. 

While the limitations on numbers were a source of consternation for some party monitors, the limitations 

were reasonable given the space restrictions in some counting locations and the need to protect audit 

workers and the monitors themselves from COVID-19 
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The audit was successful in isolating the problems in these four counties and helping to locate the ballots 

that could then be counted and rescanned. However, it should be noted that regular reconciliation of ballot 

numbers against the list of voters in the poll book should have enabled election officials to note and correct 

these discrepancies. T

http://www.cartercenter.org/
http://www.twitter.com/cartercenter
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