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State fails to provide counties enough money and time to comply with new elections standards
RALEIGH, N.C. – The North Carolina General Assembly did not provide enough funds or enough time for counties to purchase new elections equipment to meet new state and federal elections standards, according to David F. Thompson, executive director of the North Carolina Association of County Commissioners.
The Public Confidence in Elections Act, sponsored by Sen. Ellie Kinnaird (Orange County), required the State Board of Elections (SBOE) to decertify all voting equipment that didn’t meet federal and state mandates. The SBOE released its list of certified vendors and equipment Dec. 1 and gave counties until Jan. 20 to order new equipment. Diebold Elections Systems and Elections Systems and Software are the only vendors whose equipment has been certified by the SBOE for 2006.
“It is unreasonable to expect that all 100 counties can review the approved equipment and then decide which to order by Jan. 20,” said Thompson. “In addition, funding provided by the federal and state governments under the Help America Vote Act (HAVA) is insufficient to meet the increased state requirements under the General Assembly’s Public Confidence in Elections Act. The General Assembly’s decision to require a paper trail is essentially another unfunded mandate on counties.”
The paper trail requirement was a reaction to a problem in Carteret County during the 2004 general election when more than 4,000 votes were lost because of equipment error. The paper trail requirement is not part of HAVA requirements, Thompson added. The federal government has provided more than $65 million to North Carolina to meet HAVA requirements, and the state has set aside approximately $40 million in federal funds for counties to purchase new equipment.
“The state did not provide any additional money to counties to meet the state requirements,” Thompson said. “County budgets were set last spring, well before anybody had any idea that the General Assembly would require a paper trail on all elections equipment.”
HAVA implementation in North Carolina was significantly delayed while the General Assembly deliberated S223, creating a very tight time constraint for counties to obtain new equipment, so much so that many counties may be forced to use paper ballots for the May 2 primary elections. Several counties have spent millions of dollars on HAVA-compliant elections equipment within the past two years. The SBOE is considering allowing some companies to retrofit existing equipment that the SBOE decertified to meet the new state standards. While the SBOE decides whether or not to allow the existing equipment to be upgraded, some counties may delay their decision and use paper ballots in May.
“The Association is asking the General Assembly to come up with more funds for counties to buy the equipment and is asking the State Board of Elections to allow companies to retrofit existing equipment to meet the new standards,” Thompson said. “We would also like for counties to be able to use their existing HAVA-compliant equipment for the May 2 primary.
“This would give the vendors sufficient time to produce and test the new equipment and to allow existing equipment to be upgraded so that it can meet the new state requirements in time for the November general election. The tight time frame that counties and elections machine vendors are being forced to operate under does not leave a lot of time for testing and training. If counties end up using paper ballots for the May primary, it will take longer to tabulate and report the elections results, and that would not instill much confidence in the general public about the elections process in North Carolina.”
The NCACC has posted a chart that shows how much money is being provided by the state to each county to purchase new equipment at http://www.ncacc.org/elections-s223grant.html#grant.
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