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Hand Count Tabulations 
 

Executive Summary 
 

Prior to the 2022 Primary Election, the Nye County Commissioners requested the Nye County 
Clerk to consider executing an election in which no mechanical devices were used to tabulate 
votes. Commonly referred to as a “hand count”, this is a process that occurs in less than 800 
jurisdictions across the United States and applies to less than 490,000 registered voters1. The 
following information is provided in order to assist county election officials in addressing the 
feasibility of an election in which votes are tabulated by hand and should not be taken as legal 
advice. This report also highlights some of the risks associated with such a decision. This 
information was compiled during interviews with election officials in three different jurisdictions 
where hand count tabulations are already conducted. There are ultimately three major areas of 
concern that should be discussed prior to a decision to transition to “hand count” tabulations at 
the county level. The three major areas of concern are time, cost, and fraud/human error. 
 

Time 
Nevada elections follow timelines identified in title 24 of the Nevada Revised Statutes. These 
timelines are inflexible and must be considered when evaluating the feasibility of a transition to 
“hand count” tabulation. Some of these timelines changed during the 2021 Legislative Session 
with the passage of Assembly Bill 321 (AB 321), so they are presented here as a reminder: 
 

• May 30, 2022 – The mail ballot central counting board may begin counting the received 
mail ballots 15 days before the day of the election. (AB 321 Sec 13 & 61) 

• June 14, 2022 - Election day (primary) 
• June 14 – 18, 2022 – Clerks / Registrars to receive and accept mail-in ballots that have 

been postmarked by election day (AB 321 Sec. 8) 
• June 20, 2022 – Signature curing deadline (AB 321 Sec. 11) 
• June 21, 2022 – Statewide provisional ballot comparison begins 
• June 22 – 24, 2022 – Canvass of the primary returns, but only after statewide provisional 

comparison has finished (NRS 293.387) 
 
As it currently stands, Nevada’s county election officials must take certain actions leading up to 
and following election day. These actions include: 

• Managing their permanent and temporary staff who are assigned to various elections 
boards as necessary 

• Addressing requests from the media and public 
• Addressing personnel, technology, and Public Relations issues as they emerge starting 

during the early voting period and continuing through the deadline for election challenges 
and recounts 

• Supervising the handling and chain of custody of voting systems and mail ballots 
• Ensuring the integrity of ballots submitted by military and overseas citizens and members 

of the disabled community through the Effective Absentee System for Elections (EASE) 
• Validating the signature curing process 

 
1https://verifiedvoting.org/verifier/#mode/search/year/2022/equipment/Hand%20Counted%20Paper%20Ballots  

https://www.leg.state.nv.us/nrs/nrs-293.html#NRS293Sec387
https://verifiedvoting.org/verifier/#mode/search/year/2022/equipment/Hand%20Counted%20Paper%20Ballots
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• Ensuring the overall integrity of the electoral process 
• Preparing paperwork for the Board of County Commissioners (BOCC) to certify no later 

than the 10th day after the election 
 
Adding to this list the requirement to supervise the conduct of “hand count” tally boards would 
greatly decrease the Clerk / Registrar’s attention on the above listed matters and would create 
risk that one task or another would not be supervised appropriately, even assuming that the “hand 
count” tabulation would replace some actions such as the emplacement and set up of voting 
systems.  
 
It will take many hours to properly and accurately conduct a “hand count” tabulation. Without an 
exact demonstration or test to determine the correct amount of time in each county, we can only 
speculate using the best information available. The Office of the Secretary of State is finalizing 
the procedures to conduct “hand count” tabulations by the use of a “hand counting” tally team 
consisting of four individuals with a minimum of two different political party affiliations.  The 
team will be made up of the following roles: (1) One Reading Clerk to read the voted ballots; (2) 
One Verification Clerk to watch that the ballots are read correctly; and (3) Two Tally Clerks to 
record the votes in the appropriate tally book. 
 
Time required to conduct a “hand count”: 

• Initial estimates suggest that each primary ballot will take approximately 5 minutes to 
review by a “hand counting” tally team.  

• Nye county had 74.6% turnout during the 2020 general election (25,427) 
o During the 2020 general election, 54.5% of the 25,427 ballots cast were mail-in 

ballots (13,844 mail-in ballots) 
o For estimate purposes, we will use the 2020 general election turnout % and will 

assume a similar rate of return for mail-in ballots and the casting of in-person 
ballots. 

• For estimate purposes, if Nye county has 74% turnout during the 2022 primary election, 
there could be 22,830 ballots cast (74% of 30,852 active registered voters as of April 1, 
2022) and possibly as many as 12,557 mail-in ballots cast (55% of the total). 

o If there are 10 “hand count” tally teams, each would team have to tally 1,255 
ballots. 

o One “hand count” tally team could tally 80 ballots per day. 
o It would take 16 days of working 8 hours per day for a “hand count” tally team to 

tally 1,255 ballots. 
 If the number of “hand count” tally teams are doubled (20 teams instead of 

10) and organized into shifts that cover 8 hours back-to-back (i.e., 5 AM 
to 1 PM; 1 PM to 9 PM), the total ballots counted per day by each team 
would remain the same, but it would take 8 days to complete vice 16. 

 The difference between a requirement of 80 people versus 40 people may 
make the doubling of “hand count” tally teams impossible. 

o This estimate assumes:  
 That the tabulation of ballots is allowed to begin 15 days prior to election 

day. 
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 These 10 “hand count” tally teams would not include members of other 
elections boards which would detract from their ability to conduct other 
required election tasks. 

 That the tally sheets, materials, and work spaces are prepared in advance 
 That the workers of each “hand count” tally teams have been trained and 

are consistent in working for the duration of the hand count 
 That the members of each “hand count” tally teams work 8 hours per day 

with a 10 minute break every 50 minutes (an average amount of time for 
work & breaks that would allow for a lunch break) 

 
While these estimates indicate that a “hand count” tabulation may be possible, any Clerk / 
Registrar that is considering the transition to a “hand count” tabulation would be advised to 
contemplate the contingency where the statutory limitations of NRS 293.387 are not met. There 
is a distinct possibility that a “hand count” may not be completed in time and could result in the 
BOCC failing to complete the canvass “…on or before the 10th day following the election…” 
 
Finally, NRS 293.404 requires that in the event of a request for a recount, “All ballots must be 
recounted in the same manner in which the ballots were originally tabulated” and NRS 293.405 
requires, “Each recount must be commenced within 5 days after demand, and must be completed 
within 5 days after it is begun.”. Any Clerk / Registrar who plans to conduct a “hand count” 
tabulation must also address the possibility of a request for a recount that uses the same “hand 
count” tabulation process, but that must be completed in only 5 days. It is worth considering 
what would happen if the 5 day limit for a recount could not be met either. 
 

Cost 
Additional costs would be incurred by the conduct of a “hand count”. While a “hand count” 
tabulation would likely replace an existing contract with an election system vendor, there are 
additional costs that must be considered.  
 

• Using the numbers identified above, an additional 40 temporary staff at a rate of $11.44 
per hour2 for 16 days would cost approximately: $58,572.80 

o For twice the number of staff (i.e., 80 temporary staff to conduct the “hand count” 
in half the time), the cost would be approximately: $117,145.60  

• There is a nationwide paper shortage that is impacting the 2022 election3. This paper 
shortage will continue to drive up costs of ballots and other paper products in a manner 
that is not possible to estimate. Indeed, regardless of the costs, it may not be possible to 
purchase or order additional ballots during the 2022 primary or general elections. The 
availability of paper and a vendor who is able to meet the county requirement 
should be considered and confirmed well in advance of the cancelation of any 
existing contract. 

 
2As of July 1, 2021, the minimum wage rate is $8.75 per hour in Nevada (if the employee is offered qualifying health benefits). If 
the employee is not offered qualifying health benefits, the hourly rate is $9.75 per hour.  In Washoe County, Early Voting 
Managers receive $13 an hour, Early Voting Assistant Managers receive $12 an hour, and Early Voting Associates (Intake 
Specialists) receive $11 an hour. Assuming poll workers are not offered qualifying health benefits and taking Washoe County 
wages into consideration, the average wage is $11.44 per hour. This amount will be used to calculate early voting pay. 
3https://www.eac.gov/election-officials/supply-chain-considerations-election-officials  

https://www.leg.state.nv.us/nrs/nrs-293.html#NRS293Sec387
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/nrs/nrs-293.html#NRS293Sec404
https://www.leg.state.nv.us/nrs/nrs-293.html#NRS293Sec405
https://www.eac.gov/election-officials/supply-chain-considerations-election-officials
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• Additional materials are required including, but not limited to the following. The cost of 
these items may total hundreds or thousands of dollars: 

o Tally books 
o Pens 
o Gloves  
o Renting adequate work spaces (if needed) that allow for supervision and public 

observation 
 

Fraud and Human Error 
In developing this report, research focused on the conduct of “hand count” elections across the 
nation and going back approximately 100 years. The use of mechanical devices in the conduct of 
elections and tabulation of results is commonplace in the 21st century in part because of the wide 
spread fraud and human errors that occurred during elections over the past 200 years. However, 
these examples of fraud were not limited to the 18th and 19th centuries.  
 
For example, issues with “hanging chads” and confusing “butterfly ballots” used during the 2000 
presidential election identified the need for better ballot design and a system to more clearly 
enable voters to identify their choices. These directly resulted in the development and 
widespread use of the Ballot Marking Devices (BMD) and Direct-Recording Electronic (DRE) 
voting machines that are in use across Nevada today. Other elections, including the 1948 Texas 
Democratic primary4, revealed how fraud and human induced errors can result in reduced voter 
confidence and questionable results.  
 

56  
 
 

While there is no system that is perfect and human error is always a possibility, the use of 
mechanical voting systems has played a major role in reducing the risk of deliberate election 
fraud and the potential for human error. Mechanical devices, of course, do not get tired after 
counting for 12 hours or have a bias that may result in them ignoring a vote cast for a member of 
another political party. These and the many other benefits of mechanical voting systems cannot 
be overstated and would be eliminated by the transition to a “hand count” tabulation, greatly 
increasing the risk of fraud and human error interfering with a free and fair election.  

 
4 (1977, July 31). Ex‐Official Says He Stole 1948 Election for Johnson. The New York Times.  
5 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2000_United_States_presidential_election_recount_in_Florida 
6 Yang, C. (2000, Nov 12). Presidency Hinges on Tiny Bits of Paper.  https://cseweb.ucsd.edu/~goguen/courses/275f00/abc-
chads.html  

https://cseweb.ucsd.edu/%7Egoguen/courses/275f00/abc-chads.html
https://cseweb.ucsd.edu/%7Egoguen/courses/275f00/abc-chads.html
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Regarding claims that currently used mechanical voting devices may be exploited or “hacked” 
by nefarious individuals, it is worth recognizing that to do so would require an advanced 
understanding of computer programming, soldering of components, cybersecurity measures and 
how to disable them, and a number of other advanced skills. A “hand count” tabulation would 
not require such an extensive list of skills in order to cheat and could be done by any one of the 
temporary staff members involved in the process. There are numerous examples and methods to 
cheat during a “hand count” tabulation that could be used and that will not be listed here, but can 
be found through a basic internet search. 
 

Conclusion 
There are important time, cost, and fraud/human error considerations that should be addressed 
prior to any decision to transition from the use of mechanical voting tabulations to “hand count” 
tabulations. The risks are not small and include a potentially disastrous situation where statutory 
timelines are missed and an entire county electorate is disenfranchised. While it may be possible 
to conduct a timely “hand count” tabulation, no election is unimportant enough to make it worthy 
of being a “test dummy”. If this is the direction that a Clerk / Registrar wishes to go, then mock 
elections conducted during an odd-numbered year would be the ideal starting point to determine 
county-specific planning factors for time and costs and to identify and mitigate potential fraud 
and errors. Doing so will increase the odds of success when it matters the most during an actual 
primary or general election. 


