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Welcome to Ballot Storage Best 
Practices!



I’m Debbie Abrego and one of the Election Security Trainers with the Secretary of State’s 
office. I’m honored to share this title with 5 other AMAZING trainers on the team that you’ll 
hopefully get to meet while attending this seminar.
I started with SOS in December of 2021 BUT I was once in your shoes not too long ago. I 
worked in the Bexar County Elections Department for over 23 years handling various duties -

• Early Voting Recruitment and staffing 
• Payroll (Temps, Election Workers and Full Time Staff)
• Procurement 
• Contracts 
• Chapter 19 filing and reimbursements
And I also received my C.E.R.A. Certification in 2010

That’s just to a list a few of the duties I was involved in during my eventful years with local 
county elections. 

A little about Me…



Hello! My name is Tessa Rowland and I am an Election Security Trainer with the 
Secretary of State’s office. I have many years of county election experience in 
both large and small counties. I started working elections in Travis County in 

2013, then moved to Burnet County in 2020, then started with the state in late 
2021. I have experience in almost all parts of the elections process, and 

specialize in field support, acceptance testing for hardware and software, 
physical security of equipment/supplies, recruiting workers, working with 

county election officials, and of course, training. I’ll try to make this subject 
fun! I love elections, and I love talking about them. Thank you for your time 

and attention!

Who am I?



• Paper Ballot Handling and Storage
• What Type of Paper Are You Using?
• The Quirks
• Tips From ES&S
• Tips From Hart
• Securing Paper Ballots and Stock
• How Do We Do This?
• Post-Election Storage
• Example Of Label for Storage For Records Retention
• Short Term vs. Long Term
• Control YOUR Paper’s Chain of Custody
• Prepare – RLA’s Coming to YOUR County
• Livestream
• Storage Space
• Noticing a Trend

Agenda



• By September 1, 2026, all counties must convert to a voting system with 
an auditable paper trail. (SB 598)

o This advisory goes into more detail about SB 598: 
https://www.sos.texas.gov/elections/laws/advisory2021-09.shtml

• Several methods of paper-based voting exist. Today’s primary options 
include machine-marked paper (with a ballot marking device), hand-
marked paper, and vote-by-mail.

• What does this mean? If you have a DRE system or your voting system 
does not have a voter verifiable paper trail, then you must change  
voting systems before the September 1, 2026 deadline. 

Paper Ballot Handling and Storage

https://www.sos.texas.gov/elections/laws/advisory2021-09.shtml


• While most paper used for ballot by mail may be regular copy paper, in 
the field, many voting systems use thermal paper. 

• Thermal paper is primarily used for voting systems that have a ballot 
marking device, and a ballot scanner at the polling locations during early 
voting and election day. 

• Thermal paper is a popular choice due to the fact it does not use ink and 
is less likely to smear.

• While thermal paper is becoming an industry standard, there are some 
things you should know about it. 

What Type of Paper Are You Using?



• Key features of thermal paper:
o It is not very heat tolerant. 
o It must be stored for a certain amount of time, depending on the 

type of election (for a general election, the timeframe is 
22 months).

• It must be stored in a climate-controlled facility (for paper 
stock prior to an election and retention after the election). 

• Humidity can increase the size of paper. Store paper and 
ballots in a climate-controlled space throughout the election 
cycle. This includes the polling place (for example, close the 
doors on a rainy day).

• Dust is also a consideration. How much dust is the paper 
leaving in the ballot scanner? 

The Quirks



• Shelf Life: Thermal cards should be stored in a dark, climate-controlled space (indoor closet is 
optimum). 

• Relative humidity should be 45% to 65% with a temperature below 77 degrees. The cards should 
stay in the closed box without exposure to natural or office light. Sheet discoloration may occur with 
prolonged exposure to natural/office light. 

• Stored properly, the ExpressVote stock will perform within industry specifications for at least three 
years.

• Storage Containers: Store the ExpressVote stock within the original shrink wrap and box with the lid 
closed, or store in the ES&S ExpressVote Ballot Storage System.

• The stock should not be stored in vinyl or plastic containers for any length of time, as this will cause 
degradation of the ExpressVote stock.

• Image Life: Once the thermal cards have been imaged on the ExpressVote equipment, the image 
should remain legible for at least five years, assuming the ballots are 
properly stored. 

• The image is slightly sensitive to ultraviolet light and may decline with extended 
exposure to office light or shorter exposure to intense UV light.

Click here for more information: ES&S Best Practices

Tips From ES&S 



Click here for more best practices: Hart Best Practices

after use
• Temperature: 77° F or less
• Light: Limited or no light
• Keep away from liquids
• Fade Resistance: Paper is lightly sensitive 

to ultraviolet (UV) light and may exhibit 
some image decline with extended 
exposure to office light or shorter 
exposure to intense UV light  

• Storage shelf life after printed: 7 years at 
optimal storage conditions

prior to use
• Temperature: 77° F     

or less
• Light: Limited or no 

light
• Keep away from 

liquids
• Storage shelf life 

prior to use: 3 years 
at optimal storage
conditions

• Hart Official Ballot paper has 
low dust content, excellent 
toner adhesion, durability and 
security features.

• Ballot paper should be stored 
in a cool, dry location.

• Keep ballot paper in its 
original packaging until 
needed.

• If the paper storage location 
and the printing location are 
different temperatures, etc., 
paper may need to be 
conditioned to the printing 
location before it is used.

Tips From Hart



• All ballots must be returned to the General Custodian of Elections on 
Election Night. This is your ballot of record. 

NOTE: County staff may not pick up ballots from locations post election!!!
• Transitioning to paper creates new challenges for storing and securing 

materials.
• Paper is only as secure as the Best Practices that support it.
• Paper offers a better audit trail for an election but we need to build a clear 

path to maintain this sense of security and integrity.
• If possible, place boxes/containers on a shelf and not on the floor. 

• You need to ensure that your boxes/containers are protected 
from fire, floods or other physical risks.

Securing the Paper Ballots and Stock



• Keep paper, blank ballot stock or ballots in a climate-controlled 
space.

• Label stock with the date of receipt for optimal use.
• By law, you must use the same paper for testing (L&A or otherwise) 

as you use in the election. (Texas Election Code Sec. 127.094)

• Consider creating a ballot inventory spreadsheet so you know what is 
and where at all times. 

• While it is important to keep paper in the original packaging until 
use, it is a best practice to count the quantity in each package before 
deploying it to the locations. 

How Do We Do This?



• Label all boxes or storage containers with election name, 
date and polling place name(s). 

• We recommend labeling all boxes with the destruction date.
• Also, if you’re storing multiple locations in the same 

container, keep them separate within the container and label 
each location.

• This is a good example of an effective container.
• Keep your records stored by Early Voting, Election Day and 

Ballot by Mail.
• Store duplicates together.
NOTE: While all counties must conduct a partial manual count 
after the election, risk limiting audits (RLA) are on the horizon. 
So keeping an effective inventory of voted ballots is becoming 
more and more important. 

Post-Election Storage



Example of a label 
for records retention



• Short term storage is keeping the ballots in the original ballot box for 
60 days post election.

NOTE: Do not leave ballots in ballot scanners after Election Day!!! 
Remove the ballot container from the scanner to keep the scanners 
available for use. (Texas Election Code Sec. 66.058 (b-1))

• After 60 days, you may transfer the ballots into another secure 
container to store for the 22 month retention period. 

• A secure container must have a lock and seal in a secured area/room.
• We recommend limiting access to the secured area and keeping a log 

and contact list of those that have clearance to access the space.

Short Term vs. Long Term Storage



• Officials want to maintain the election integrity at all times.
• Officials must be able to prove custody of complete, unaltered paper records 

from ballot creation, through Election Day, and until an audit or recount.
TIPS! 

• Establish processes to preserve the chain of custody for all ballots.
• Use secure, tamper-evident transport bags or boxes.
• Track who accesses ballots at each step.
• Record the serial numbers of tamper-evident seals, noting date and time of 

when affixed and broken.

Control YOUR Paper’s Chain of Custody



Post-election audits are required in Texas.  Soon, all Texas counties will be 
participating in Risk Limiting Audits. We recommend you begin preparing now 
by following these Best Practice steps:

• Account for all ballots and ballot storage bags or boxes at the end of Election Night.
• Label each box/container with the # of ballots inside.
• Give each box/container a unique ID number.
• Reconcile the number of ballots returned post-election against the ballot counts in 

tabulation reports.
• Structure clear processes for managing provisional paper ballots during an audit. 
• Secure post-election ballots, restricting physical access to authorized personnel.
• Log all access.
• Maintain ballots for the legally required length of time and prepare for proper 

destruction afterward.
• All this preparation will also assist in case you have a recount.

Prepare – RLAs coming to your County  



• Texas Election Code now requires that counties 
with a population of over 100,00 people (not 
registered voters) have cameras with a 24 hour 
livestream feed on all voted ballots from the time 
they are received (ballot by mail, early voting, etc.) 
to the time the election has been canvassed. (This 
means the public can view all activity around voted 
ballots at all times. It DOES NOT mean they can see 
the votes.)

• Consider this provision with your chain of custody 
procedures and who has access to these ballots. 

• This is another reason why only certain people 
should be allowed access to the ballots and why it 
is a good practice to keep a log of who accessed 
them and when. 

Livestream



• Some counties have adequate storage space to support stock and retention, 
while others may not. 

• If you find yourself in the “not “ category, don’t worry! There are solutions!
o Talk to your fellow county officials. Another county office may have climate-

controlled warehouse space to retain your records. 
oPerhaps the county clerk has some space since they are the record keeping entity for 

your county.
o There are also record keeping vendors that can move your records offsite and store 

them properly for the necessary timeframe. 

NOTE: Remember, if you are storing offsite, you must wait the 60-day 
period before transferring ballots into a long-term storage container(s). 

Storage Space



• Store ballot paper in a cool, dry place
• Do not let temperatures in storage exceed 77 

degrees
• Keep relative humidity in storage between 45% 

and 65%
• Do not store in vinyl or plastic containers
• Keep stock in original packaging until needed
• Be aware of dust and other environmental factors
• If you are moving your ballots from the ballot 

boxes to a secure container after the 60 day 
retention period, remember not to store on the 
floor due to environmental factors

• Keep paper ballots away from light (natural or UV)

Noticing a Trend?



• Learn from experience and prepare strong processes.
• Sharing experiences and learning from each other will help improve the 

election process for all.
• Talk to the vendors while you are here at seminar. See what their 

recommendations are and establish a contact person for your region. 
• Talk to county employees who have already converted to a paper-based 

system and share best practices. 
• Remember, elections are ever-evolving, so stay up to date on new laws 

and embrace change!

Conclusion



QUESTIONS?

elections@sos.texas.gov
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