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Executive Summary
Purpose

To determine whether the State Board of Elections provided Local Election Boards with sufficient
guidance to ensure that paper ballots were properly procured and the costs for unused ballots
were minimized. The audit covered the period January 1, 2010 to December 31, 2012.

Background

In New York State, each of the 57 counties outside of New York City has a County Board of Elections
(County Board) responsible for administering all Federal, State, and local government elections
within their respective geographic areas. Elections within the five counties in New York City are
jointly administered by the New York City Board of Elections. For purposes of this report we
classify the New York City Board and the County Boards as the “Local Election Boards.” The New
York State Board of Elections (State Board) is a bipartisan agency responsible for administering and
enforcing all laws relating to elections in the State and providing oversight to the Local Election
Boards. During the fiscal year ended March 31, 2013, the State Board was appropriated a total
of $5.3 million for operations. In calendar year 2010, Local Election Boards switched to optical
scanning voting machines (which use paper ballots) from traditional lever-operated machines.
State Election Law requires Local Election Boards to procure an adequate number of paper ballots
for each election district within their respective jurisdictions.

Key Findings

We determined that the State Board has not provided sufficient guidance to Local Election Boards
on procuring paper ballots. As a result, the ballot procurement processes used by the 13 Local
Election Boards we visited resulted in significant unnecessary costs. Several Local Election Boards
consistently overestimated the number of ballots needed for each election. In fact, about 14.3
million (62.3 percent) of the nearly 23 million ballots acquired by the 13 Local Election Boards
went unused. We estimate that the Local Election Boards we visited could have saved, in the
aggregate, about $10 million during the audit period by competitively procuring ballots and by
using sound historical data to project the numbers of ballots needed.

Key Recommendations

• Work with the Local Election Boards that do not print their ballots in-house to help ensure that
paper ballots are procured through vendor competition.
• Work with Local Election Boards to develop a sound and reasonable methodology to project the
number of ballots needed for each election. Use accurate historical data of voter turn-out and
the number of ballots procured to develop estimates of ballot needs.
• Periodically meet or communicate with Local Election Board officials to discuss emerging
administrative and fiscal issues and to resolve their questions and concerns.

Other Related Audits/Reports of Interest

New York City Board of Elections: Voting-Related Problems September 2010 Primary Election
(2010-N-6)
County Boards of Elections: Voting-Related Problems September 2010 Primary Elections (2010MR-5)
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State of New York
Office of the State Comptroller
Division of State Government Accountability
March 30, 2015
Douglas A. Kellner						
Co-Chair 							
State Board of Elections 					
40 North Pearl Street 						
Albany, NY 12207 						

James A. Walsh
Co-Chair
State Board of Elections
40 North Pearl Street
Albany, NY 12207

Dear Commissioners Kellner and Walsh:
The Office of the State Comptroller is committed to providing accountability for tax dollars spent
to support government funded services and operations. The Comptroller oversees the fiscal affairs
of State agencies, public authorities, and local government agencies, as well as their compliance
with relevant statutes and their observance of good business practices. This fiscal oversight is
accomplished, in part, through our audits, which identify opportunities for improving operations.
Audits can also identify strategies for reducing costs and strengthening controls that are intended
to safeguard assets.
Following is a report of our audit of the New York State Board of Elections entitled Localities’
Procurements of Paper Ballots. This audit was performed pursuant to the State Comptroller’s
authority as set forth in Article V, Section 1 of the State Constitution and Article II, Section 8 of
the State Finance Law.
This audit’s results and recommendations are resources for you to use in effectively managing
your operations and in meeting the expectations of taxpayers. If you have any questions about
this draft report, please feel free to contact us.
Respectfully submitted,
Office of the State Comptroller
Division of State Government Accountability
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Background
In New York State, each of the 57 counties outside of New York City has a Board of Elections
(County Board) responsible for administering all Federal, State, and local government elections
within their respective geographic areas. Elections within the five counties in New York City are
jointly administered by the New York City Board of Elections. For purposes of this report we
classify the New York City Board and the County Boards as the “Local Election Boards.”
The New York State Board of Elections (State Board) is a bipartisan agency responsible for
administering and enforcing all laws relating to elections in the State. The State Board is
responsible for providing oversight to the Local Election Boards throughout the State. In addition
to ensuring fair and broad ballot access for candidates throughout the State, the State Board
investigates election law violations and oversees and enforces campaign financial disclosure filing
requirements. During the fiscal year ended March 31, 2013, the State Board consisted of four
commissioners and 54 staff members and was appropriated a total of $5.3 million for operations.
In calendar year 2010, New York State’s Local Election Boards began using optical scanning voting
machines (or new machines) that use paper ballots and replaced the traditional lever-operated
machines. Voters mark their votes on the paper ballots, which are fed into the new machines to
record and tabulate the votes. State Election Law requires each Local Election Board to procure an
adequate number of paper ballots for each election district within their respective jurisdictions.
To perform our audit, we analyzed pertinent election-related data for 13 Local Election Boards
throughout New York State. We interviewed officials from those 13 Local Boards as well. The
13 Local Boards included New York City and Albany, Chautauqua, Erie, Essex, Nassau, Orange,
Oswego, Rockland, Schenectady, Seneca, Warren, and Westchester Counties. For 2013, the
numbers of registered voters in the selected localities are detailed in Exhibit A. For the period
from 2010 through 2012, the average voter turnouts by election type (presidential, gubernatorial,
and local) for those localities are detailed in Exhibit B.
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Audit Findings and Recommendations
We determined that the State Board did not offer sufficient guidance to Local Election Boards
on procuring paper ballots. As a result, the ballot procurement processes used by the Local
Election Boards we visited resulted in significant unnecessary costs. Several Local Election Boards
consistently over-estimated the number of ballots they needed for each election. In fact, about
14.3 million (62.3 percent) of the nearly 23 million ballots acquired by the 13 Local Election Boards
went unused. We estimate these Boards could have saved, in the aggregate, about $10 million
during our audit period by using competitive bidding procedures and by projecting the number
of ballots needed based on sound analysis of pertinent historical data.

Procurement Practices
Pursuant to General Municipal Law Section 103(1), purchases of goods and services exceeding
$20,000 (in the aggregate) within a 12-month period shall be awarded to vendors via a process
of competitive bidding. In addition, according to General Municipal Law Section 103(16), local
government entities may avail themselves of certain State-wide contracts awarded by the New
York State Office of General Services (OGS). These contracts are intended to offer the purchaser
a quality product at a fair price.
Prior to the implementation of the new machines, State and Local Election Board officials were
informed by OGS officials of the change in voting machines and the new machine manufacturers
(Dominion Voting Systems and Election Systems and Software) that were awarded the State
contract by OGS to supply the new machines. According to three of the Local Election Board
officials we surveyed, they were also informed by OGS that Fort Orange Press and Phoenix
Graphics were “certified” vendors whose paper ballots were compatible with the new machines.
As such, most of the Local Election Boards we visited procured their paper ballots from the
certified vendors, though some opted to print ballots in-house. (See Table 1.)
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Table 1
No.

Local Election
Board

2010
Procurement
Method

2010
2011
2011
2012
2012
Price Procurement Price Procurement Price
Per
Method
Per
Method
Per
Ballot
Ballot
Ballot
$0.55 Phoenix
$0.55 Fort Orange
$0.39

1.

Albany County

Phoenix

2.

Chautauqua County

Fort Orange

0.55 In-House

0.19 In-House

0.19

3.

Erie County

In-House

0.23 In-House

0.23 In-House

0.23

4.

Essex County

Fort Orange

0.54 Phoenix

0.57 Phoenix

0.57

5.

Nassau County

Phoenix

0.55 Phoenix

0.55 Phoenix

0.42

6.

New York City

Phoenix

0.52 Phoenix

0.52 Phoenix

0.52

7.

Orange County

Phoenix

0.57 Phoenix

0.57 Phoenix

0.57

8.

Oswego County

Phoenix

0.57 Phoenix

0.57 Phoenix

0.57

9.

Rockland County

Phoenix

0.53 Phoenix

0.52 Phoenix

0.45

10.

Schenectady County In-House

0.29 In-House

0.29 In-House

0.29

11.

Seneca County

Phoenix

0.57 Phoenix

0.57 Phoenix

0.57

12.

Warren County

Fort Orange

0.57 Fort Orange

0.57 Fort Orange

0.57

13.

Westchester County Phoenix

0.59 Fort Orange

0.53 Fort Orange

0.53

We asked officials at each Local Election Board why they chose their specific procurement
methods over other options. The consensus of these officials was that the State Board had not
provided clear and comprehensive guidance on the options available to procure paper ballots or
the related competitive bidding requirements. For example, Nassau County officials believed they
were required to use their voting machine manufacturer’s (ES&S) preferred printing company
(Phoenix Graphics) because it was the only “certified printer” for their machines. Also, Westchester
County officials were concerned that ballots obtained through competitive procurement might
be incompatible with the new machines.
We obtained the estimated per ballot costs available to Local Election Boards through competitive
procurement and determined that significant cost savings could be achieved through that method.
Specifically, the selected Local Election Boards could have saved from $10,788 (in Seneca County)
to $2.4 million (in New York City) if they competitively procured their ballots. The Local Election
Boards that printed ballots in-house would not have saved money through competitive bidding
because the in-house unit costs were less than the unit costs ($0.35 per ballot) obtained through
vendor competition. (See Table 2.)
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Table 2
No.

Local Election Board

2010-12
Average
Average Competitive
Price
Bid Price*
Per
Ballot
$0.50
$0.35

Potential Savings - Competitive Bid

Total
Savings

2010

2011

2012

$60,800

$29,680

$6,746

$97,226

1.

Albany County

2.

Chautauqua County

0.31

0.35

16,599

0

0

16,599

3.

Erie County

0.23

0.35

0

0

0

0

4.

Essex County

0.56

0.35

3,942

4,356

4,879

13,177

5.

Nassau County

0.51

0.35

227,720

204,122

72,803

504,645

6.

New York City

0.52

0.35

898,867

589,220

914,431

2,402,518

7.

Orange County

0.57

0.35

32,839

32,549

42,649

108,037

8.

Oswego County

0.57

0.35

12,228

10,571

13,706

36,505

9.

Rockland County

0.50

0.35

23,584

21,208

16,369

61,161

10.

Schenectady County

0.29

0.35

0

0

0

0

11.

Seneca County

0.57

0.35

3,623

3,249

3,916

10,788

12.

Warren County

0.57

0.35

10,538

9,328

8,976

28,842

13.

Westchester County

0.55

0.35

139,246

117,117

100,395

356,758

$0.48

$0.35

$1,429,986

$1,021,400

$1,184,870

$3,636,256

Total

*The quote from one of the three vendors was for purchases exceeding 100,000 ballots. Consequently, the
potential savings for several of the comparatively lower volume counties could be slightly less than indicated
in the table. Nevertheless, the estimated savings for the larger (and majority) of the localities listed would
remain the same, under the model we applied. Moreover, the total estimated savings would not be materially
affected.

Estimating the Number of Ballots Needed
Part 6210.19(c)(1) of the State Board’s regulations provide that the Local Election Boards are
obligated to deploy sufficient voting systems and resources on Election Day such that each voter
can cast a ballot, and no voter need wait any longer than 30 minutes to vote. We determined that
the State Board has not promulgated official, universal guidelines for the Local Election Boards
to follow to estimate the number of ballots to procure for the various elections (e.g., primaries,
general elections, presidential elections). It should be noted that more voters participate in
general elections than primaries; and presidential elections usually bring out more voters than
local elections. Thus, different numbers of ballots are necessary for each election. Due in part to
a lack of guidance from the State Board, the Local Election Boards used widely varying methods
to estimate the quantity of ballots needed. Consequently, some Local Election Boards spent
material sums on unnecessary ballots.
Division of State Government Accountability
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The following are examples of the different methodologies employed by the Local Election Boards
we contacted:
• Nassau and Warren County Local Election Boards procured between 100 and 110 percent
of the active voters in their respective counties for the previous four years, regardless of
the election type;
• Schenectady County added 25 percent to the historical voter turn-out for the particular
type of election being held (i.e., local, gubernatorial, or presidential);
• Westchester County procured ballots based on 60 to 70 percent of the total number of
registered voters; and
• New York City used various percentages of active voters during our three-year audit period
(110, 75, and 115 percent, respectively).
Although these were the stated methods used by the respective Local Election Boards, we
determined that the noted percentages were not always applied, based on our analysis of ballots
purchased and the number of registered and/or active voters.
Using historical data (including voter turnout for each type of election during the audit period) and
the 10 percent buffer some Local Election Boards used, we estimated the potential cost savings
they could achieve by better projecting the number of ballots needed for each election. To do
so, we determined the number of ballots procured by the selected Local Election Boards during
our audit period for three sampled elections, the respective procurement costs, and the number
of unused ballots for each election. We then estimated how many ballots should have been
procured based on 110 percent of the average actual voter turnout for those specific elections.
As illustrated in Table 3, the selected Local Election Boards could have saved about $6.5 million
by better projecting the number of ballots needed.

Division of State Government Accountability

8

2013-S-36

Table 3
No.

Local Election Board

1.

Albany County

2.

Chautauqua County

3.

Erie County

4.

Essex County

5.

310,078

2010-12
Unused
Ballot
Costs
$165,922

71,834

103,967

34,872

27,677

1,444,795

332,303

460,489

105,912

80,407

62,860

35,178

23,770

13,352

6,677

Nassau County

3,199,250

1,624,382

2,020,308

1,050,171

934,913

6.

New York City

14,132,458

7,348,878

9,957,832

5,178,073

4,609,544

7.

Orange County

491,076

279,913

153,075

87,253

92,782

8.

Oswego County

165,930

94,580

59,716

34,038

24,242

9.

Rockland County

419,457

207,970

138,261

69,634

55,776

10.

Schenectady County

237,500

68,875

80,445

23,329

17,429

11.

Seneca County

49,040

27,953

17,546

10,001

5,894

12.

Warren County

131,100

74,727

62,120

35,408

30,353

13.

Westchester County

1,788,590

982,764

926,450

508,263

471,968

22,964,726 $11,463,951

14,314,057

$7,316,228

$6,493,264

Totals

2010-12
Total
Ballots
Procured
621,050

2010-12
Total
Ballot
Costs
$314,594

221,620

2010-12
Unused
Ballots

2010-12
Potential
Savings*
$135,602

*Using 110% of historical voter turnout for each type of sampled election
State Board officials advised us that it would be rather difficult to issue one set of guidelines for
all of New York’s Local Election Boards due to the unique circumstances that can exist among the
State’s many election districts. While we acknowledge the different procurement practices used
by the various Local Boards, certain basic data sets (such as the historical voter turnout by election
type) do exist and can be applied in each Board’s estimation. Consequently, we concluded that
the State Board should provide additional guidance to the Local Boards to help them minimize
the costs of unused ballots.

Recommendations
1. Work with the Local Election Boards that do not print their ballots in-house to help ensure that
paper ballots are procured through vendor competition.
2. Work with Local Election Boards to develop a sound and reasonable methodology to project
the number of paper ballots needed for each election. Use accurate historical data of voter
turn-out and the number of ballots procured to develop estimates of ballot needs.
Division of State Government Accountability
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3. Periodically meet or communicate with Local Election Board officials to discuss emerging
administrative and fiscal issues and to resolve their questions and concerns.

Audit Scope and Methodology
The objectives of our audit were to determine if the State Board of Elections provided Local
Election Boards with sufficient guidance to ensure that paper ballots were properly procured and
the costs for unused ballots were minimized. We also sought to determine if 13 selected Local
Election Boards used effective practices to procure ballots and minimize costs for unused ballots.
The 13 Local Boards included New York City and Albany, Chautauqua, Erie, Essex, Nassau, Orange,
Oswego, Rockland, Schenectady, Seneca, Warren, and Westchester Counties. The audit covered
the period January 1, 2010 to December 31, 2012.
To accomplish our objectives and assess the related internal controls, we reviewed the governing
statutes of the State Board as well as the 13 Local Election Boards we visited. We interviewed
responsible officials at these Boards to understand their paper ballot procurement procedures
and the guidance the Local Boards received from the State Board. We also met with OGS officials
to determine OGS’s role in the paper ballot procurement process. To calculate our estimated
savings, we compared the actual paper ballot purchase costs of the selected boards to the ballot
prices that could have been obtained through competitive procurement. We also compared the
number of actual ballots purchased by the selected Local Boards to their respective historical
voter turnouts.
We conducted our audit in accordance with generally accepted government auditing standards.
These standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate
evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit
objectives. We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings
and conclusions based on our audit objectives.
In addition to being the State Auditor, the Comptroller performs certain other constitutionally and
statutorily mandated duties as the chief fiscal officer of New York State. These include operating
the State’s accounting system; preparing the State’s financial statements; and approving State
contracts, refunds, and other payments. In addition, the Comptroller appoints members to
certain boards, commissions, and public authorities, some of whom have minority voting rights.
These duties may be considered management functions for purposes of evaluating organizational
independence under generally accepted government auditing standards. In our opinion, these
management functions do not affect our ability to conduct independent audits of program
performance.

Authority
The audit was performed pursuant to the State Comptroller’s authority as set forth in Article V,
Division of State Government Accountability
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Section 1 of the State Constitution and Article II, Section 8 of the State Finance Law.

Reporting Requirements
We provided a draft copy of this report to State Board officials for their review and formal
comment. We considered the State Board’s comments in preparing this report and have included
them at the end of it. In their response, State Board officials indicated that they have consistently
taken actions related to our report’s recommendations. Officials further indicated that they will
continue to study the issue and provide guidance to Local Election Boards. Our rejoinders to
certain State Board comments are included in the report’s State Comptroller’s Comments.
In addition, the State Board included several lengthy exhibits with its response. Those exhibits
are not appended to this report, however, they will be maintained on file at the Office of the State
Comptroller.
Within 90 days of the final release of this report, as required by Section 170 of the Executive Law,
the Co-Chairs of the State Board of Elections shall report to the Governor, State Comptroller, and
leaders of the Legislature and fiscal committees, advising what steps were taken to implement
the recommendations contained herein, and where recommendations were not implemented,
the reasons why.
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Contributors to This Report
Frank Patone, CPA, Audit Director
Kenrick Sifontes, Audit Manager
Stephen Lynch, Audit Supervisor
Savíya Crick, CPA, CFE, Examiner-in-Charge
Legendre Ambrose, Staff Examiner
John Ames, Staff Examiner
Katrina Lau, Staff Examiner

Division of State Government Accountability
Andrew A. SanFilippo, Executive Deputy Comptroller
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Tina Kim, Deputy Comptroller
518-473-3596, tkim@osc.state.ny.us
Brian Mason, Assistant Comptroller
518-473-0334, bmason@osc.state.ny.us

Vision
A team of accountability experts respected for providing information that decision makers value.

Mission
To improve government operations by conducting independent audits, reviews and evaluations
of New York State and New York City taxpayer financed programs.
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Exhibit A
Selected Local Election Boards
Registered Voters
No.

Local Election Board

1.

Albany County

2.

Chautauqua County

3.

Erie County

4.

Essex County

5.

Nassau County

6.

New York City

7.

Registered
Voters as of
April 2013

Percentage
of State
Voters

195,677

1.65

87,292

0.73

607,666

5.12

26,489

0.22

966,392

8.14

4,727,307

39.8

Orange County

216,901

1.83

8.

Oswego County

74,162

0.62

9.

Rockland County

185,825

1.56

10.

Schenectady County

97,165

0.82

11.

Seneca County

20,673

0.17

12.

Warren County

44,811

0.38

13.

Westchester County

585,003

4.93
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Exhibit B
Selected Local Election Boards
Average Voter Turnout by Election Type
No.
1.

Local Election
Board
Albany County

2.

Chautauqua County

3.

Erie County

4.

Essex County

5.

Nassau County

6.

New York City

7.

Gubernatorial
Election
113,994

77,666

Presidential
Election
146,879

40,160

34,175

60,204

305,912

247,094

442,514

14,345

13,059

18,780

399,428

265,756

621,184

1,433,116

899,174

2,456,708

Orange County

89,822

66,119

142,446

8.

Oswego County

34,351

27,431

50,328

9.

Rockland County

85,925

65,410

130,584

10.

Schenectady County

53,097

38,591

69,471

11.

Seneca County

10,778

9,376

14,948

12.

Warren County

22,200

17,678

30,862

13.

Westchester County

269,502

177,701

398,330
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Agency Comments
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*
Comment
1

*See State Comptroller’s Comments, page 21.
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State Comptroller’s Comments
1. As noted in our report, some Local Election Board officials told us that they were informed
by OGS that certain vendors were certified to print ballots for particular voting machines.
As such, local officials may have assumed that ballots could only be purchased from the
certified vendors, and therefore, they did not explore other available options for acquiring
ballots. Among several related issues, this illustrates why we recommend the State Board
provide the localities with additional guidance pertaining to ballot procurement.
2. We acknowledge the distinction between determining the numbers of ballots to acquire
and the procedures used to purchase ballots. Moreover, State Board officials did advise
us that it would be difficult to issue one set of guidance for all of New York’s Local Election
Boards because of the unique circumstances that can exist among the State’s many
election districts. We amended our report to better clarify the State Board’s perspective
on the matter.
3. To the contrary, the main premise of our report is correct. Localities statewide could save
material ballot procurement costs by better estimating the number of ballots actually
needed and by using competitive processes to purchase ballots. Moreover, our report
does not recommend that the State Board or local election boards base the amount of
ballots needed on 110 percent (or any other percentage) of recent average voter turnout.
The percentage (110) auditors used was for illustrative purposes only, to provide some
indication of the costs that could potentially be saved. Also, we acknowledge that State
and local officials should adjust estimates of ballot needs based on unique circumstances
that could impact voter turnout for a particular election.
4. We acknowledge that the Bridgeport ballot shortage was problematic. However, as the
State Board notes, voter turnout was amplified by unusual circumstances (including a
campaign stop by the President of the United States). Given this circumstance, elections
officials should have better estimated the magnitude of the increases in voter turnout.
5. We acknowledge that there have been and likely will be fluctuations (and perhaps
aberrations) in voter turnout, particularly over long periods of time, including multiple
decades. Further, such fluctuations can sometimes be significant. As such, despite the
various methods employed by elections officials (and their best efforts) to project the
amounts of ballots needed, there will always be some risk (albeit very small) that voter
turnout exceeds the amounts of ballots acquired. Moreover, this further illustrates why
elections officials should better use historic data to more formally project the amounts of
ballots needed, thereby helping to minimize the risks of acquiring too few ballots as well
as incurring excessive amounts of unnecessary costs for unused ballots. As noted in the
report, about 62 percent of the ballots purchased by the localities were unused. Also, see
Comment No. 3.
6. We question the propriety of routinely preparing for the highest potential turnout
objectively imaginable. Such an approach could tend to diminish rational and formal
assessments of risk and lead to excessive amounts of unnecessary costs. Given the existing
strains on State and local government budgets, we question whether officials should
routinely allocate limited public funds based on highest imaginable needs.
7. As noted previously, our report does not recommend that the State Board advise local
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boards to print or acquire ballots based on 110 percent of historical voter turnout. Further,
we are pleased that the State Board will continue to study this issue and provide guidance
to local boards on projecting the amounts of ballots needed.
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