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Michigan clerks to state lawmakers:
‘We need more time’ to count
November ballots
AUGUST ��, ����

Grand Rapids City Clerk Joel Hondorp worked  hours during the

primary election in August.

Like nearly all Michigan’s clerks, Hondorp worked through an unparalleled

primary election, in which his office processed a peak numbers of ballots

voters mailed in or dropped off. More than half of the . million votes cast

in August were done through absentee ballots.

e feat required additional tabulators, election workers — and now clerks

say they need more time in November to ensure every vote is counted.

Money for additional tabulators and staff was provided through federal

funding from the CARES Act. Clerks across Michigan said extra resources

Roughly �,��� absentee ballot empty envelopes hat have been counted sit in mail trays on a table at City
Hall in Kalamazoo, Michigan on Tuesday, Aug. �, ����. It’s primary election day, with voters throughout
Kalamazoo County determining which candidates will advance to the November general election. Joel
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helped them process more than two to four times the number of absentee

ballots they’re normally equipped to handle.

After seeing the influx of absentee ballots, clerks say they need more time to

prepare ballots before the presidential election in November.

Marquette City Clerk Kyle Whitney said all that considered, the primary

election went well because the office added more people to its staff. ree

teams processed , absentee ballots in August, about  of the ,

total votes cast by Marquette residents. Whitney said he’s seen a “massive

increase” in residents voting absentee since the state expanded voting rights

in  and because of the COVID- pandemic.

“e most we have ever processed was , absentee ballots before the

August primary,” Whitney said.

Clerks assent the number of Michigan voters casting ballots will be higher in

November and the Secretary of State estimates more than  million people

will vote absentee. Whitney said clerks were pushed to give voters the option

of requesting a ballot for both the primary and general elections.

“It’s put us in an interesting situation because we have , requests for

ballots prior to even sending out applications to people on our permanent

lists who have not yet asked for that November ballot,” Whitney said.

Cost-saving changes to the federal mailing system announced by U.S.

Postmaster General Louis DeJoy have prompted Michigan clerks to get

more dropboxes for ballots, fearing delays in the mail could disenfranchise

thousands of voters. About  of Michigan’s rejected , absentee

ballots couldn’t be counted because they arrived after  p.m. on election day.

“is has alarm bells ringing and encouraging clerks to make sure they have

drop boxes for voters,” said Ingham County Clerk, Barb Byrum.

Just over  of Ingham County’s registered voters participated in the

primary election and of the , ballots cast, about  were from

https://www.mlive.com/public-interest/2020/08/most-of-michigans-rejected-august-primary-absentee-ballots-had-signature-late-arrival-issues.html


absentee voters. Byrum said voters should use dropboxes if they can to

ensure their votes aren’t delayed in the mail.

“It’s best to be safe and mail your ballot in at least three weeks before

election day,” Byrum said. “Also, you can track where your ballot is online.”

About  of the absentee ballots received by the Grand Rapids City Clerk’s

Office arrived with the last  hours of election day, on Aug. , more than a

week after the election. Hondorp said some of those ballots were

postmarked after election day.

Deadlines for absentee voters get tight  days before an election, according

to clerks. Hondorp said working through an absentee ballot takes “a

tremendous amount of clerk staff time.”

Clerks must send out ballots requested by voters, receive those ballots and

then wait until  a.m. on election day to start processing them. Michigan

election law prevents election workers from preparing ballots to be counted

prior to election day.

Whitney, Hondorp and Byrum said there are two commodities to getting

timely, accurate election results time: money and time.

“We need either more time or more people and machines,” Whitney said. “I

would love more time.”

Whitney said the Aug.  absentee counting board was the most stressful one

he’s run yet. Each office has absentee counting boards that balance out

precincts’ polling books by matching the name on the received ballots to the

state’s list of registered voters.

Precincts must be balanced before Michigan’s election law allows for requests

for recounts to be approved. Last week, Wayne County’s board of canvassers

said an investigation found that  of the absentee voting precincts in

Detroit weren’t balanced and  of all Detroit’s precincts, both absentee

and in-person, weren’t balanced.

https://detroitmi.gov/webapp/election-results


Jonathan Kinloch, the vice-chair of the Wayne County Board of Canvassers,

said unseasoned election workers in many of Detroit’s precincts didn’t

properly record why certain changes were made to a ballot. For instance, a

ballot may have been canceled and that change wasn’t properly noted by an

election worker.

e coronavirus pandemic kept many of the county’s seasoned election

workers at home forcing clerks’ offices to make new hires without adequate

training, according to Kinloch.

e Michigan Board of Canvassers demanded the Secretary of State take

action to prevent Detroit and other cities from running into this issue in

November. Jocelyn Benson, the SOS, said the office is creating a plan to

help the Detroit Clerk’s office “in preventing errors.”

e plan will be announced next week, said Benson’s in an Aug. 

statement.

“However, we know that many of the problems already identified in Detroit

are in part a result of the legislature’s failure to act and update the law as

needed to give our clerks additional time to securely process and prepare

absentee ballots to be counted on Election Day,” Benson said.

ere are three pending bills Benson is calling on Michigan lawmakers to

pass, two of which she said would have prevented a majority of ballots,

about , from being rejected.

One bill, SB , would allow clerks to start processing absentee ballots

before election day. e second bill, HB , would allow mailed ballots to

count if they are postmarked by election day, even if they arrive up to two

days later. e third bill, HB , requires clerks to contact voters if the

signature on the absentee ballot doesn’t match that registered with the state.

Read more on MLive:
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