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Paying for elections

We support our democracy when we adequately fund the administration of our elections

By Alexandra Forter Sirota, Executive Director of NC Budget & Tax Center

Free, fair, and safe elections are fundamental to the practice of our democracy. When we
collectively fund our elections, we can make sure that all North Carolinians who are
eligible to vote can participate without barriers and with confidence that their voices will be

heard.

For too long, election administration has been
underfunded. The result has been to depress voter
turnout, reinforce barriers to the ballot box for Black,
brown, other people of color, and people with disabilities
and to undermine trust in the outcomes of elections.
And while many have pointed to the critical role that
early voting options,
well-trained poll
workers, and consistent
voter education play
in ensuring robust
turnout and thus a
more representative
democracy, funding for
election administration
has been under
scrutinized as the
primary driver of
whether those pathways
to civic engagement are available in every community.

Underfunding election administration is another form
of voter suppression that may not be intentional, but
ultimately leads to disparate experiences at the polls
based on race and income, while also reducing voter
turnout and confidence.

Counties that spend more on elections can effectively
boost the electoral voice and power of their residents. In
North Carolina, where access to the ballot box for every
person regardless of who they are or where they live
has been under attack for more than a decade, the State
Board of Election and the County Board of Elections

in all 100 counties, which are primarily responsible for
election administration, are not receiving the robust
funding necessary to keep up with rising costs associated
with elections. Worse, these deficits are exacerbated by
constant changes to voting laws, recent cybersecurity
threats and growing threats of violence. The good news is

Underfunding election administration is another
form of voter suppression that may not be
intentional, but ultimately it leads to disparate

experiences at the polls based on race and income,
while it also reduces voter turnout and confidence.

that looking at recent data, counties that spend more on
election administration have been able to boost turnout
compared with their neighbors that have spent less to
make the ballot accessible.

To support the functioning of our democracy;, it is
critical that advocates and policymakers focus on the
role that funding plays to ensure access to the ballot
box and maintain the safety of elections. This BTC
report provides an overview of the literature on election
funding, analyzes North Carolinas investment in election
administration, and outlines the process and priorities
for funding decisions.
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Funding delivers the right to vote

Voting doesn’t happen by magic. It takes time, expertise,
and infrastructure to deliver the franchise. Inadequate
funding can block citizens from making their voices
heard at the ballot box, perpetuate systemic exclusion
from the vote for people of color, and undermine trust in
representative democracy.

Funding smooths the path to voting in a host of ways,
both during and between election cycles. Protecting the
health and safety of voters and poll workers, avoiding
long wait times and lines at polling places, streamlining
the time-intensive and technology-dependent process
of registering voters, and accurately counting votes are
all goals that require sustained and adequate funding.
Moreover, public funding can provide continuity
to election administration by retaining skilled staff,
maintaining operational and technological systems for
elections, and providing for more comprehensive voter
education and outreach strategies.' As one researcher
noted in a study of long voting lines during the 2004
presidential election: “Administering elections requires
ample resources. Administering them well requires even
more.”

Underfunded elections reinforce the
power and influence of white voters

The strongest predictors of voter participation are
the number of polling locations and the hours they are
open.’ Researchers have found evidence that variations
in election funding by jurisdiction can reinforce racial
inequities in the delivery of voting rights in the South.*
Polling place consolidations driven by decreasing budgets
have led to Black voters having to wait two times longer
than white voters to cast their ballots.” Researchers have
also found that voting infrastructure and processes have
more challenges in Black communities and communities
with low incomes.*

Adequate public funding can disrupt these inequities
and ensure that the ballot box is accessible to all.”

Funding builds trust in the outcomes
of elections

The importance of a well-funded, well-functioning
election administration goes beyond the quality of
the experience for individual voters. Well-funded

election administration can advance confidence in our
democracy and pathways to broader civic participation.
Nationally, the funding of poll workers in particular
can matter for confidence in election outcomes.®
Internationally, research into the relationship between
election funding and the health of a democracy has
found associations between smaller elections budgets
and lower voter turnout but also with high levels of
election manipulation, voting irregularities, and public
dissatisfaction with political parties, legislatures, and
governments.’

Public dollars can fund accessible
and effective elections

As we seek to strengthen our multi-racial democracy,
robust and consistent funding is a critical tool.
Consistent funding allows election officials to efficiently
plan in advance to ensure that elections run smoothly
and ensure voter access is expanded not reduced. Robust
funding can adequately support the full range of needs
and changing nature of the inputs to a safe and sound
election, including modern technology and public health
and safety measures. In states like North Carolina where
election laws change nearly annually, funding is even
more necessary to implement new rules and educate
voters about what they need to do to access the ballot.

Efforts to quantify the cost of an election per voter in
2000 estimated the cost at $10 per voter, which when
adjusted for inflation requires $17.82 per voter today
with high inflation continuing to drive up costs."
Meanwhile, researchers working to capture the cost
during the pandemic estimated roughly $5 billion
to administer the national election, an amount that
translates to $29.70/ voter." Importantly, these measures
do not estimate what is needed to get to a fully accessible,
adequately funded election, but they do provide a
benchmark based on what states across the nation have
spent.

Specific costs to administer elections contribute to
two important goals for our democracy: an accessible,
equitable electoral process and a credible, fair electoral
outcome. Recommended funding levels to protect the
fundamental right to vote have been determined based
on past experiences or estimates of the costs of goods or
services that are required for a given voter population or
voting process. Costs can vary by more than the size
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Greater elections funding is associated with higher voter turnout in North Carolina. When comparing
county-level election spending per voter with 2022 voter turnout statistics from the North Carolina State
Board of Elections, Figure 1 shows on average that the more a county spent on elections per voter for
the 2022-23 fiscal year, the greater the likelihood that county had a higher voter turnout in 2022. More
concretely, every $10 in additional funding per person is associated with a 3.4 percentage point increase.

Onslow County provides one of the most striking examples. Among the 83 counties that provided FY 2022-
23 budget data, Onslow spent the least amount per voter, $11.98 less than the national average. Onslow
County also had the worst voter turnout in the state. Only 37.25% of eligible residents in Onslow County
voted in the 2022 general elections. This was well below the statewide turnout of about 51%.

The evidence clearly shows that counties with better funding are boosting the electoral voices of their
residents.

Figure 1: Funding elections increases voter turnout

Voter turnout and Board of Elections’ spending per voter for North Carolina counties in 2022

County Board of
Election Spending °
per Voter

$30 °

2022 Voter Turnout

35 40 45 50 55 60 65%

Source: NC State Board of Election, Voter Turnout in November 2022 by County and Board of Elections Funding Per Registered Voter in the County for Fiscal Year 2022-23.


https://www.ncsbe.gov/results-data/voter-turnout/2022-general-election-turnout
https://www.ncsbe.gov/results-data/voter-turnout/2022-general-election-turnout
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Figure 2: Estimates of election costs with recommended levels as available

Item Cost Recommended level
Optical scanners'™ $5,000 1 per polling place
Computerized voting machines® $2,000 to $3,000 1 per 250 to 300 voters

Ballot printing™

24 cents to 35 cents per ballot

Poll workers' $200 per day

1 per 208 voters

Language interpretation $700 per day

Each precinct should provide interpretation
in a county covered under Section 203 of the
Voting Rights Act.

1 week of early voting

89 cents per registered voter

Researchers recommend at least 2 full weeks
of early in-person voting before Election
Day."

Public health measures, including cleaning
supplies and single-use pens

51 cents per registered voter

Public education

88 cents per registered voter

Adequate levels are unclear, and some states
are spending up to $2.52 on outreach and
education.

(apacity testing of online $40,000 per state

information

Source: Norden, Lawrence, Edgardo Cortes, Elizabeth Howard, Derek Tisler and Gowri Ramachandran. April 18, 2020. Estimated Costs of Covid-19 Election Resiliency Measures. Brennan
Center, Accessed at: https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-reports/estimated-costs-covid-19-election-resiliency-measures

of a voting population in a jurisdiction but also by the
format and tools used at a given polling location or by
the particular needs of voters (see Figure 2).

Sustained funding is needed even
outside of election seasons

These costs represent the most visible aspects of
election administration — the experience of voters and
the community during the elections themselves. Yet there
remain additional aspects of election administration in
the lead-up to and follow-up from elections that require
funding.

Facility rentals, office supplies, and storage of voting
equipment and supplies are year-round expenses for
election administration."”

Staffing and training of election administration officials

is critical to the planning, monitoring and evaluation of
elections. Staff costs include salary and benefits as well

as training to remain up to date on the latest systems and
election law, and any travel reimbursement or allowances.
Election Director roles have widely varying starting
salaries from a low of $30,000 to a high of $126,000. In
North Carolina, 37 counties had starting salaries below
the Living Income Standard for that county.'® The average
salary paid to Election Directors in 2021 was $66,000.

Finally, emerging costs have been identified, including
$300 million nationwide to keep poll workers safe given
threats of violence.”” An additional $316 million is
estimated to be needed nationally for securing election
processes from internal security threats.?

Taken together, these estimates of the costs to
administer elections provide a baseline to assess if public
funding protects the vote comprehensively.
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Figure 3: Funding streams for election administration

The use of various funding streams often requires blending and braiding from several sources

LOCAL DOLLARS

FEDERAL DOLLARS

The complicated web of election
funding in North Carolina

Election funding can be hard to unpack given the
combination of federal, state, and local funding streams,
many with specific limitations or purposes. Challenges
in gathering comparable data across jurisdictions further
complicate research on the true cost of ensuring access
to the ballot.” Budget documents can be difficult to
access by the general public and when available are often
presented in ways that are difficult to understand for the
general public or don’t provide the level of detail that
allows for full analysis.

Election administration is funded primarily at the local
level by each county, with state and federal funding often
providing limited, restricted, or inconsistent funding.

Inconsistent federal funding streams

Federal funds were first authorized by Congress
for election administration after the 2000 elections.
Subsequently, Congress established funding streams
through grants to states and localities in the Help
America Vote Act (HAVA) of 2002 with the primary
grant programs “(1) making certain general
improvements to election administration, (2) replacing
lever and punch card voting systems, and (3) meeting the
new requirements established by the act”*

HAVA funds originally required states to maintain
the spending effort made in FY1999-2000 and continue
to require a state match of 20 percent of the federal
amount that the state is seeking to draw down for specific

ELECTION ADMINISTRATION

purposes. HAVA funds are not provided to the states
every year. From 2010 to 2018, no new funds were made
available by Congress to the states.

Once federal funds are provided to North Carolina,
these dollars are held in a special fund and must be
appropriated for use by the NC General Assembly in a
given budget cycle. Due to the unpredictability of federal
funding flows, federal funding has been spent over a
longer time period than the fiscal year in which the funds
arrived to ensure the sustainability of investments and to
plan for purchases, such as voting machines, which are
funded.”

Over time, additional grant programs have been
established under HAVA, including ensuring access to
polling places for people with disabilities, providing
information about voting to young voters, recruiting poll
workers, and improving access to the ballot for people
living overseas.*

Although numerous proposals to establish new federal
funding streams have been introduced, few have been
successfully approved — except during the COVID-19
pandemic. CARES Act funds were provided to states to
support the presidential election by funding enhanced
public safety measures, expanded mail-in and absentee
voting options, and increased staffing.”

One additional federal funding source for election
administration will come from a new requirement that 3
percent of the $2 billion in preparedness grants provided
to localities by the US Department of Homeland
Security must be spent on election security.* Election
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security practices identified include: “tamper-evident
seals, security cameras, system testing before and after
elections, audits, and physical and cybersecurity access
controls”* This allocation of funding affirms a decision
in 2017 by the US Department of Homeland Security
that determined elections are critical infrastructure.

State funding for administration of
elections is limited

State appropriations from the General Fund generally
have been limited to the state’s funding of the Board of
Elections’ staffing and operations that oversee elections
as well as those that monitor campaign reporting and
campaign finance ethics. These critical state functions
that support elections in every county of North
Carolina include maintaining voter files, tracking voter
registration, and certifying election results.

Although the State Board of Elections is not required to
fund localities for election operations, from time to time,
state dollars are appropriated to be provided to counties.
One instance in which General Fund revenue was
provided to support counties directly was in 2008 when
$1 million was allocated to fund the expansion of early
voting sites.”® Another instance occurred in 2001 when
state budget writers provided funds to support one-stop
absentee voting sites in select counties.”

The State Board of Elections often administers funding
that passes through to local jurisdictions and at times
has the discretion to set the formulas that determine how
funds will be allocated statewide. For example, the State
Board of Elections allocated CARES Act funding in 2020
by using factors such as the size of the voting population
and the measure of economic distress in the county.*

In so doing, the state Board of Elections recognized
its opportunity to ensure that whether a county has its
own resources to adequately fund elections should not
determine voters’ experience at the polls.

Local election funding constrained
by local capacity

Local Boards of Elections are primarily responsible for
all aspects of election administration in North Carolina.
To fund this year-round work that can be punctuated
by multiple time-limited election events, Local Boards
of Elections receive funding from the county Board of
Commissioners as part of the annual budget process (see

Figure 4, Election Funding Calendar). Local funding for
elections often depends on the broader fiscal context in
the community — its capacity to raise revenue and the
impacts of broader economic trends like recessions — as
well as the broader needs that must be met by a local
budget.” In North Carolina, decreased state funding to
support public services has put pressure on local budgets
and served to further hold down spending levels across
many critical areas, including election administration.*

When state and local funding
decisions are made

Voters and advocates need to understand when funding
decisions that will shape their ability to make their voices
heard at the ballot box are being made. Local election
administration funding is part of the annual local budget
process initiated by the county manager and decided
by the county Board of Commissioners with input
from the local Board of Elections and staff. The County
Manager engages the Board of Elections in the fall to
begin to identify budgetary needs. The local budget
must be approved by the end of the fiscal year or June
30. Each new fiscal year begins July 1. While the process
varies by local jurisdiction, the calendar for local budget
development and passage follows a similar timeline as
outlined in Figure 4.

Figure 4: Election administration funding process
is year-round

July-Aug. Budget implementation

Sept.—Nov. Managers ask for budget requests for capital
and operations

Dec.-Jan. Analysis of projected financial position and

county commissioners'retreats for annual
budget development

Agencies and departments submit budgets

Feb.—April

May Budgets submitted to Board of Commissioners;
public hearings begin; budget work sessions
often start

By June 30 Board of Commissioners adopts budget (by

legal deadline)

Source: Adapted from Chatham County Budget Document here Microsoft Word - Budget
Message FY 2022 Message - FINAL Rev w corrections (chathamcountync.gov)



https://www.chathamcountync.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/56087/637589342643170000
https://www.chathamcountync.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/56087/637589342643170000
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Funding from philanthropic organizations to support smooth elections in 2020 were a stopgap measure
necessitated by the costs brought on by the pandemic and the lack of political will to provide adequate
public funding.

This emergency funding provided much-needed poll worker capacity, protective masks, and even single-
use pens — all key investments in keeping voters safe and elections secure. During the pandemic, 97 of
100 NC counties accepted philanthropic investment to make elections run smoothly in rural and urban
counties, small and large.

Despite the importance of these dollars in meeting rising costs, legislatures nationwide and in North
Carolina have sought to ban the funding of elections with private funds* without addressing the
underlying problem of chronic underfunding.

The latest push in North Carolina has come in the form of a policy provision in the NC House budget
proposal. The proposal would ban the use of private funding sources by State and County Boards of
Elections going forward.

As the Center for Tech and Civic Life noted in its final report on the COVID-19 Response Grants that
provided more than $300 million to jurisdictions across the country:

“CTCL believes that election administration should be fully funded by federal, state, and local
governments across the country, and the quality of election administration each voter receives should not
depend on the tax base or size of their county.

“Philanthropy helped alleviate an emergency in 2020, and in ‘normal years'it can help election offices
build capacity, streamline processes, and make capital investments. But philanthropy is no substitute for
predictable government funding.**
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There are several opportunities for public engagement
and for decisions to be made about the final budget, such
as the number, location, and hours of operation for early
voting sites and the pay for election administrators as
well as poll workers.

Public engagement in the budget process has the
potential to make funding more adequate given evidence
that constituencies sharing their priority for a public
service have often resulted in securing funding asks.*

State and county funding falls short
of the need

It is widely recognized that funding for election
administration is often a low priority or overlooked in
spending conversations and that funding levels fall far
significantly short of the scale of need.*® At the state level,
funding levels for election administration are falling
behind the rising cost of goods and services and growth
in the voting population. At the local level, funding
remains noticeably low. In combination, these trends
raise serious concerns that adequate funding is out of
reach in order to protect North Carolina’s free and fair
elections and to give voters confidence that their votes
are properly counted.

There are two available ways to look at the funding of
election administration at the state level.

One measure looks at the state’s effort to maintain
election spending as required in the early years of
the federal Help America Vote Act. North Carolina’s
state dollars going to elections had to at least meet the
threshold of $3.4 million based on the state funding
levels for HAVA-covered activities in place during Fiscal
Year 1999-2000. This maintenance of effort amount
provides a bare minimum baseline for funding certain
election administration activities — particularly related
to voting systems — even though the US Election
Assistance Commission has most recently determined
that maintenance of effort is no longer required by law.

When current spending is looked at against this
baseline, it shows that North Carolina’s funding effort
has declined by 21 percent when adjusted for the cost of
delivering these government services even as the
agencies’ help-desk tickets have increased threefold
just in the past decade. Again, while technically not
in violation of federal law to fall short of this baseline,
the goal to add to and not diminish the total funding

commitment to elections has not been met.?”

Another way to look at funding for election
administration is to look at the state appropriation
relative to the size of the voting population. As of early
2023, there are 7.3 million people registered to vote in
North Carolina. As the number of registered voters in
our state has increased, funding to the State Board of
Elections has decreased when adjusted for the increased
cost of delivering government services. The NC State
Board of Elections budget for election administration,
not including campaign finance and ethics reporting,
has decreased by 19 percent between the 2007 and 2023
fiscal years; meanwhile, the number of registered voters
in North Carolina has increased by 33 percent during the
same period (see Figure 5).

In addition to singular measures, the most recent
annual budget requests to the NC General Assembly
and to Congress point to identified priorities that are
going unmet under current state spending plans. In
both instances, the need to adequately staff operations
in technology and support services to County Boards
of Elections were identified as critical needs given the
volume of support requests and the broader context of
threats. In addition, a specific, significant request for
$13 million to support the upgrade of technology that
all counties rely on for election administration was
identified in the State Board of Elections’ request to the
NC General Assembly for Fiscal Year 2023-2024.%

Ongoing research will be necessary to fully assess the
level of funding needed at the state level to provide the
backbone of support to election administration statewide
at a truly adequate level to the goal of an accessible ballot
box for all eligible voters. In the meantime, the measures
assessed here demonstrate that the state is not keeping up
with key levels and areas of funding that prioritize access
to the ballot box in complement to the heavy emphasis
on election security from federal funding streams.

County funding for election administration is less than
a penny of every $1 spent.”

North Carolina requires local governments — and
specifically counties — to fund election administration.
Election administration funding across North Carolina’s
counties has averaged less than 1 percent of county
budgets over the past three elections. In the most recent
budgets for the Fiscal Year 2022-23, Stokes County made
the highest funding commitment as a share of the county
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Figure 5: State funding falls behind growth in NC registered voters

Change in number of registered voters and state election funding, adjusted for the cost of delivering government services (2007-2022)

33%

30%

20

10

State Election Board Funding
Voting Population

-10

-19%

Source: Voter registration from NC State Board of Elections for September 2013 and 2022 and state election funding from the NC Office of State Budget and Management certified budget
documents for the 2007-2008 and 2022-2023 fiscal years, adjusted using the BEA state and local government implicit price deflator and for election and administration costs only.

Figure 6: Minuscule amount of NC county budgets spent on elections
Share of total county budget directed to Boards of Elections in 2022

TE W TN

% of county budget spent on

elections
-
0.23% 1.56%

»nv

Source: NC Budget & Tax Center analysis of 2022 county budgets; map created with Datawrapper.



NCBudget.org | info@nchudget.org

PO Box 25374, Durham, NC 27702

BUDGET & TAX CENTER

Photo identification as a requirement to vote — as is being reheard in the state Supreme Court — would
raise the costs for election administrators as well as voters.

When the photo voter ID proposal was being considered in 2018, various election administration costs
associated with the implementation of strict voter identification laws included but were not limited
to producing voter identification cards, conducting voter education and public outreach, revising and
providing additional election materials, and training poll workers, as well as expanding staffing for election
administration, IT infrastructure, and the processing of identification.”

To implement a previous law requiring photo identification (H589) in North Carolina, the State Board of

Elections spent upward of $3 million on voter outreach staff, printed materials for polling places and training,
a paid media campaign, and related expenses.*' County election boards spent millions more, including
printing their own materials and placing additional staff at each of the 3,000-plus Election Day and early
voting polling sites to facilitate the administration of the law when it was in effect for the March 2016
primary. A fiscal note from the state’s Fiscal Research Division prior to the law’s passage estimated that the
cost of staffing, printing, and otherwise delivering the creation of a “free” photo identification card would cost
between $4.17 to $6.54 per registered voter who was without identification.”

Even as the costs would rise for the state and counties should this requirement be implemented, the costs
would rise too for individual North Carolinians, creating financial barriers in the form of fees for identification,

travel costs, and lost time.

budget, and Onslow County made the lowest.

As noted above, researchers’ most comprehensive
review of election administration costs in 2000 found
that administering an election averaged the equivalent of
$17.82 per voter nationwide when adjusted for inflation.
At a minimum, North Carolina counties should be
reaching the national average in funding effort. Given
the documented costs for funding elections during the
pandemic, it is the bare minimum that our democracy
can afford.

Analysis of the Fiscal Year 2022-23 county budgets
available (Figure 6) shows that 18 counties met the
recommended funding level and 64 fell short. Twenty
counties did not have budget data available for their
Board of Elections.

Conclusion

A budget is a reflection of our priorities as a
community. The underfunding of election administration
raises serious concerns about the commitment of our
budget writers to delivering fair and free elections as
the foundation of our democracy. Funding increases,
particularly in the area of funding access to the ballot
box, will be needed to uphold our democracy and the
confidence that every vote will be counted and that every
voice will be heard.

“Paying for Elections” © 2023 by NC Budget & Tax Center is licensed under Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 Interna-
tional. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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