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Pennsylvania changed its election code greatly in 2019 through what is known as Act 77. 
This legislation:

● Allows any eligible voter to cast a ballot by mail
● Ended straight party voting 

This legislation was an important step forward but has created a number of issues that the 
legislature has not fixed, requiring court intervention. We have seen litigation regarding

● Envelope dating
● County’s responsibility to notify voters of mistakes 
● Voter’s oppurtunity to correct mistakes 

Some important recent history





Voter Registration 



Active 
Voter Status

Vote in elections

Request a mail 
ballot

Update 
registration 

anytime

Process can take anywhere from 15 
minutes (SEO registration) to weeks 

depending on the time of year.

Voter 
Notification

Voter receives 
confirmation 
by mail: voter 

registration card 
with polling place 

information.

New Voter 
Registration 

Record
Voter record is 

created or updated 
in SURE. Voter is 

assigned a 
precinct, polling 

place, and a 
unique voter ID 

number

Verification 
& Review

The Board of Elections 
will confirm the identity, 
check for a valid address, 

and check for 
duplicates. 

Mail a letter asking for 
proof of identity if 

something doesn’t 
match.

Receipt & Intake

Board of Election 
staff date-stamps it; 
sorts by type; logs in 

SURE; confirms that a 
voter’s contact 

information and 
signature match.

Registration

VR Deadline:
May 4, 11:59 P.M.

Mail Ballot app 
deadline:

May 12, 5:00 P.M.

After a voter registration application is submitted, it must be processed.

The Lifecycle of a Registration 
Application



REGISTER ONLINE:
Visit vote.pa.gov to register to vote using the Pennsylvania Department of 
State’s online application portal.

REGISTER IN PERSON: 
Visit a County Election Office Office, or register at PennDOT. 

REGISTER BY MAIL:
You can download a registration application from your county website and 
mail back to them directly.

An online application or registering in person is always better than paper.

There are several ways to register to 
vote.



To vote in Pennsylvania, you must be:

● A US citizen for at least one month 
● A resident of Pennsylvania for at least 30 days 
● A resident of your election district for at least 30 days 
● At least 18 years old 

Eligible citizens must submit a voter registration 
application. Applications must be received no later than 15 days 
before the next election. 

Voter Registration Requirements



When do you need to update your voter 
registration?
● Moved or changed address
● Name change
● Political party affiliation

Always begin by checking your VR status: 
vote.pa.gov/register 

***There’s no expiration on your voter registration***

Updating Voter Registration Status

http://vote.pa.gov/register


● Protected government IT network, meaning
○ Restricted access to local election staff and limited state officials
○ Unique user accounts, role-based permissions, multi-factor authentication
○ Every action inside SURE is logged: who accessed, what changed, when it happens

SURE security is built on layers. No single safeguard is enough on its own.
(Statewide Uniform Registry of Electors)

● Data integrity measures, including
○ Matching against PennDOT and Social Security databases
○ Duplicate detection and address validation

● Governed by PA Election Code and federal laws 
○ National Voter Registration Act 
○ Help America Vote Act

Keeping the Voter Rolls Updated



Verifying Voters

Key Takeaways:
● Pennsylvania’s official voter database
● Confirms registration and eligibility
● Used for provisional ballot review
● Public observation permitted

The SURE - Statewide Uniform Registry of 
Electors - system is PA’s official statewide 
voter registration database used to 
confirm voter eligibility and track ballot 
status.

SURE is the secure system counties use to 
manage voter records; voters view ballot status 
through Pennsylvania’s public tracking website.



The SURE system also helps poll workers identify 
voters who have requested or returned a mail 
ballot by syncing their voter record.

Key Takeaways:
● Poll workers can see if a voter requested a mail ballot
● Voters may surrender mail ballot to vote on the machine
● If the ballot is not surrendered, the voter may vote 

provisionally
● The system helps prevent duplicate voting

Verifying Voters



What is the 
voter roll 
anyway?



The voter roll is the official list of 
who can vote, not for whom they 
vote.

💡 The Voter Roll Is 💡 🚫The Voter Roll Is Not 🚫
The official database of people who 
are registered to vote, which lives in 
SURE. SURE data includes:

- Name, address, basic identifying info
- Registration status (active/inactive)
- Precinct and polling place
- Party affiliation (if chosen)
- Voting history (not for whom, just if they did)
- Voting method

- Ballots or votes

- Election results

- VR applications

- Lists for commercial purposes

- The electronic poll books (what you 
see on election day is copies of the 
voter roll)

PA’s privacy laws prohibit the Department of State from sharing personally identifiable information.

Why Pennsylvania isn’t sharing voter roll data 
with the federal government

National Voting Rights Act (NVRA), Help America Vote Act (HAVA), and the Civil 
Rights Act don’t provide authority to the federal government for such a broad 
request to access all such information on all Pennsylvania voters.
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How applications are received:
● Submitted online through the state system
● Delivered in person by the applicant or third party
● Received by mail
● Forwarded through PennDot, the Department of 

Health, or approved voter registration partners

Next: How applications are reviewed and processed

The voter roll is updated daily.



Paper Applications:
● Entered in to the system one by one
● Reviewed for accuracy and 

completeness
● Staff follow up with registrant if 

information is unclear, or if they have 
questions

● If there’s something missing, the 
applicant will get a letter

Digital Applications:
● Reviewed in SURE by BOE staff
● Approved or declined based on 

eligibility
● If there’s something missing, the 

applicant will get a letter.

Once approved, SURE will update the voter record and retain a 
transaction log of all changes.

How applications are reviewed and 
processed:



Voters don’t disappear 
from the voter roll, but they 
do show as inactive.

All it means is that they 
haven’t voted for five years.



First, the voter must become inactive:
● National Change of Address (NCOA) notification
● Electronic Registration Information Center notification
● Undeliverable correspondence
● Haven’t voted for five years

Second, if they fail to vote or update their record for two consecutive federal general elections, 
their registration will be canceled. Alternatively, they can send a voter registration 
cancellation form.

How do we process deceased voters? The Department of Health sends death notifications and 
the BOE marks them approved, which triggers a cancellation in SURE.

The entire process often takes 8-9 years!

The Process of Removing Voters



Casting a ballot



Voters can choose to vote either in person or by mail

Both options have safeguards to ensure voters are eligible 
and that their votes are counted accurately .

Casting a Ballot In Pennsylvania



● Elected and appointed poll workers staff each polling 
place in Pennsylvania. 

● They confirm voters identification through a signature 
match or ID in the case of first time voters.

Voting in person



Mail Ballots



PERSON: 
Visit one of our Satellite Election Offices, or City Hall Room 142. 
You can get registered to vote, and apply for, complete, and return 
your mail ballot all in one visit!

BY MAIL:
Visit vote.phila.gov/votebymail to download and print an application. 
Once completed, mail to:
Philadelphia County Board of Elections, 
City Hall Room 142, Philadelphia, PA 19107

ONLINE:
Visit vote.pa.gov to apply for your mail ballot using the Pennsylvania 
Department of State’s online application portal.

Applying to Vote by Mail:



OPTION 2
If the voter has a valid and unexpired Pennsylvania driver’s license or a 
valid and unexpired PennDOT ID card, the license/ID number must be 
provided.

OPTION 3:
A person who has not been issued a current and valid driver’s license, a 
current and valid PennDOT ID, or a Social Security Number must provide a 
copy of a photo ID document. 

OPTION 1:
If the voter has not been issued a Pennsylvania driver’s license nor a 
PennDOT ID, the last four digits of the person’s Social Security Number 
must be provided.

Identification for Vote by Mail



Mail ballots can be returned:

● By mail, via USPS
● At County Election Offices, or 
● At ballot drop boxes, if available

Mail Ballot Collection



7:00 A.M. Election Day 

Key Takeaways:
● Machine sorts ballots down to the division level
● Each tray is tracked with a batch control form
● Envelopes reviewed to confirm required information is 

complete
● Signature must be present and reasonably consistent 

with the voter’s name
● Ballots with questions are set aside for further review

An Envelope Review is the first step in processing mail ballots. 
Staff examine the outer envelope to confirm that it meets the 
basic legal requirements to be opened and counted.



● Envelopes run through automated sorter
● Date-stamped upon receipt
● Barcode scanned to update SURE mail 

ballot tracking as “received”
● Sorted by ward and division
● Potential deficiencies flagged
● Stored securely until 7:00 A.M. on Election 

Day

Every returned envelope is scanned, recorded, and sorted so the 
system knows it was received — even before it can be opened.

Preliminary Checks



The Life Cycle of a Mail in Ballot

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=at8LJrQo9Ko


Pennsylvania’s 7:00 A.M. Rule:
In many states, election officials can begin 
opening mail ballots prior to Election Day.
In Pennsylvania, we cannot. 

Key Takeaways:

● No pre-canvassing of mail ballots

● Processing mail ballots begins at 7:00 A.M. 
on Election Day, when polls open



Polls close at 8 P.M. (no matter the method)

Until 8:00 P.M., mail ballots can be returned
on Election Day.

Drop boxes are locked at 8:00 P.M., and 
ballots are transported to the warehouse. 
These ballots are securely stored and verified 
before counting.



We begin reporting results shortly after polls 
close at 8:00 P.M. on Election Day.

Results from polling places and mail ballots are 
reported as materials arrive at the election 
warehouse.

Results for all vote types are continuously 
updated as ballots are counted and tabulated.

Counting and Reporting



After Polls Close:
Post-Election 

Processing



State 
Certificatio

n
The Pennsylvania 

Department of 
State certifies the 

election results 
statewide.

30 Days 
Post-Election

County 
Certificatio

n
The City 

Commissioners 
sign and certify 

election results at 
a public meeting.

20 Days 
Post-Election

Post-Election 
Audits

State law requires 
counties to review 
a random sample 

of ballots after 
each election.

Ballot 
Sufficiency 

Hearings
The Board of Elections 

holds Sufficiency 
hearings to review ballot 

eligibility, voting on 
ballots requiring 

determination, including 
certain mail and 

provisional ballots.

Reconciliatio
n

Election officials 
confirm the number 

of voters matches the 
number of ballots 

cast in each precinct. 
Discrepancies are 

reviewed and 
resolved before 

results move forward.

Election 
Day

Polls are open 
from 7:00 A.M. 
until 8:00 P.M.

Mail ballots must 
be received by 8:00 

P.M.

May 19, 2026

After ballots are counted, and post-election procedures are completed, 
the Board of Elections reviews and certifies the official election results.

Certification of Results



Certification of Results



How we keep 
Pennsylvania 

elections are safe 
and secure 



Lists and Equipment



Equipment and materials  



Audits and Oversight 



Important Dates for Voters:



● Talk to people about voting
○ “Rule of Threes”: 
■ Ask three people if they’re registered to vote
■ Help them get registered, remind them that

Election Day is Tuesday, May 19th
■ Encourage them to talk to three friends!

● Volunteer for a voter registration drive

● Write a letter to your community newsletter encouraging people to vote

● Share what you learned about voter registration on social media

Keep the momentum going!



Want to do more? It’s not too late!



Section 4:
Helping Other 

Voters



Q&A


