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Georgia Poll Workers: Rules and Constraints

In Georgia, poll workers' perform critical election duties such as opening and closing polling
places, setting up voting machines, and processing and assisting voters. Like other states across
the country, Georgia has faced poll worker shortages in recent years. For elections to function
well, each voting location must have enough qualified poll workers. It is equally important,
however, that these poll workers fulfill their duties impartially and adhere strictly to the law.

Recent media reports have identified a troubling nationwide trend of recruiting individuals who
subscribe to falsehoods about elections and the integrity of the democratic process as poll
workers. In at least one instance so far, individuals have been encouraged to break local election
rules. Government officials cannot and should not prevent poll workers from participating in the
election process solely because of their political viewpoints or beliefs. But they can take
reasonable steps to ensure that poll workers do not act beyond their legal authority on Election
Day.

Georgia, like other states, already has many guardrails in place to prevent those who seek to
disrupt elections from qualifying as poll workers. These guardrails are detailed below, along with
other procedures, prohibitions, and expectations that govern the proper administration of
elections in Georgia.

Legal Constraints on Poll Workers
Eligibility

Applicants must meet certain eligibility requirements under Georgia law. In Georgia, each
county election superintendent? appoints individuals to serve as one of two main types of poll
workers: managers (chief managers and assistant managers) and clerks.> Georgia law requires
that poll workers be: (1) “judicious, intelligent, and upright” U.S. citizens; (2) residents of or
employed by the county in which the poll worker is appointed; (3) 16 years of age or older; (4)
able to read, write, and speak English; (5) neither currently holding public office nor a candidate
for office; and (6) not an immediate relative of a candidate for public office whose name appears
on the ballot in the precinct in which they serve.* Residents of one county also may serve in a
neighboring county provided that they receive approval from their county election
superintendent.’ Individuals may not serve as poll workers if they were previously convicted of
malfeasance in office, a fraudulent violation of primary or election laws, or a felony involving
moral turpitude — unless their civil rights have been restored and at least 10 years have passed
since the completion of their sentence.®

Poll workers must take an oath to follow applicable laws and procedures. Georgia law
requires all poll workers to take an oath before opening the polls.” In relevant part, managers and
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assistant managers must affirm that they will: admit to the polls those who they believe are
registered and entitled to vote; not delay or refuse voters access to voting machines; and “truly,
impartially, and faithfully perform” their duties.® Similarly, clerks must promise to use their
“best endeavors to prevent any fraud, deceit, or abuse” in administering the election and perform
their duties “truly, impartially, and faithfully.”® Pursuant to these oaths, superintendents may
refuse to appoint applicants who demonstrate that they are unwilling to perform their duties
impartially and follow applicable laws and instructions. In fact, acting as a poll worker without
taking the oath is a misdemeanor under Georgia law.'® Superintendents should not, however,
turn away applicants solely on the basis of their viewpoints or beliefs so long as they are
consistent with laws governing elections. '

Poll workers must attend a training. Georgia law requires that superintendents provide
training for all poll workers regarding the use of voting equipment and procedures, “all aspects
of state and federal law applicable to conducting elections,” and the poll workers’ duties in
connection with those laws.'? Applicants cannot serve as poll workers unless they attend this
training, are found qualified to operate the type of voting equipment used in their jurisdiction,
and obtain a certificate to that effect from their superintendent.'® Certain exceptions exist for
vacancies that arise on or the day before Election Day.!*

Chain of Command

Poll workers must answer only to their county election officials. Under Georgia law, poll
workers are appointed and compensated by their superintendents, who maintain authority to
make and issue rules, regulations, and instructions (consistent with the law) as they see fit for
guiding poll workers.'® Superintendents are also responsible for overseeing poll workers and
polling locations such that elections run “honestly, efficiently, and uniformly.”'® Accordingly,
poll workers must answer only to their superintendent (or, in practice, delegees in the
superintendent’s office), rather than to their political party or any party official, and those who
refuse to comply may be removed and replaced by their superintendent. !’

Georgia law creates a clear chain of command structure among poll workers. In Georgia,
each polling location operates under a board consisting of one chief manager and two assistant
managers, all of whom are assisted by clerks. '® Generally, chief managers — under the
superintendent’s supervision — are responsible for overseeing a polling location’s operations,
ensuring adequate staffing, and assigning tasks.!® They may have added responsibilities prior to
Election Day, such as picking up supplies and inspecting the polling location. Assistant
managers have thorough knowledge of all poll procedures, support the chief manager with any
problems or questions that arise, and supervise clerks and relieve them for breaks.?’ Clerks’
duties may include greeting voters, verifying eligibility, and assisting voters as needed
throughout the day.?! Counties may provide additional guidance as to how poll workers divide
up tasks as well as create additional roles, such as line monitors and technicians, within the chain
of command structure as needed.??



Following Applicable Laws

Poll workers are further constrained by their duty to support and protect local, state, and federal
laws. Failure to do so may violate their oath of office, warrant removal, and result in criminal
liability.?* These applicable laws include the following constraints:

No person, including poll workers, may intimidate or harass voters. Federal law prohibits
actual or attempted intimidation, threats, or coercion against a voter for the purpose of interfering
with the right to vote.?* Violators are subject to significant civil and criminal liability.?* Georgia
law similarly makes it a felony offense to use force or violence to intimidate any person in
relation to their vote or voter registration.?® Examples of prohibited intimidation may include,
without limitation, using insulting, offensive, or threatening language or raising one’s voice.?’
Similarly, Georgia law further prohibits any person, including poll workers, from soliciting votes
within 150 feet of any polling location or within 25 feet of any voter.?

Poll workers may not disrupt elections through disinformation. Pursuant to the oath required
by Georgia law, poll workers must “truthfully, impartially, and faithfully perform” their duties.?
Poll workers also may not prevent any other poll worker from performing their duties under
Georgia law, nor may they interfere with, hinder, or delay any other person’s election duties.>
Accordingly, spreading false information about who can vote, how and when they can vote, and
other aspects of voter eligibility and voting such that it disrupts election administration processes
may violate state law.

Poll workers do not have the discretion to determine who can vote. Georgia law does not
provide a substantive role for poll workers in the challenge process.*! They have no independent
right and no discretion to determine who can vote and which ballots can count, other than
following the law and instructions of their county’s board of registrars, which rules on
challenges.** Specifically, Georgia law makes clear that poll workers may not: (1) knowingly
refuse to permit any registered and qualified person to vote, or (2) knowingly permit any
unregistered or unqualified person to vote.*?

Poll workers must not commit or assist others in committing fraud. Georgia law makes it a
felony offense for poll workers to commit or assist others in committing fraud, including, but not
limited to: (1) making a false return of the votes; (2) destroying or altering any ballot, voter
certificate, or electors list; (3) tampering with any voting machine, direct recording electronic
equipment, electronic ballot marker, or tabulating machine or device; or (4) failing to return
official election items to proper election officials, such as keys to a voting machine, ballot boxes,
ballots, or tabulating machine memory cards.>*

Poll workers must complete certain tasks in multiple-person teams. To ensure impartiality
and fairness, state rules and procedures require that certain tasks be completed in teams of
several poll workers. For example, after the close of the polls, Georgia State Election Board rules
require that poll workers must account for all voted, canceled and spoiled, and unused
provisional ballots.?* In doing so, one poll worker — along with two other poll workers as
witnesses — must count the number of provisional ballots and compare that number to the list of



provisional ballot voters, seal the voted provisional ballots in a container for transfer, and
complete and sign a provisional ballot recap sheet.>®

Available Enforcement Mechanisms

Screening process. As noted above, the election superintendent maintains control over the poll
worker appointment process.>” Consistent with this authority, superintendents can refuse to
appoint individuals who cannot meet or are unwilling to follow the above eligibility criteria and
constraints.

Training content. As noted above, state law requires the superintendent to provide a
comprehensive training for poll workers, determine that each poll worker is qualified to perform
their duties in connection with the type of voting equipment to be used in that jurisdiction, and
issue a certificate to that effect.*® These training sessions provide an opportunity for
superintendents to clearly and fully explain the checks in place to prevent voter fraud or
manipulation of the election process, and to provide context to correct common rumors and
misperceptions.

Assigning poll workers. Given the chief manager and assistant managers’ roles in overseeing
election administration and poll workers, superintendents should choose — to the extent possible
— to appoint managers with substantive previous poll official experience and demonstrated
knowledge of voting procedures to serve in this role. If they do not already, local officials can
aim to track where first-time poll workers are placed, distribute first-time poll workers across the
jurisdiction, and ensure that every polling location has at least one poll worker with previous
experience. In the event that vacancies occur, superintendents may choose to create lists of back-
up poll workers to cover staffing shortages.

Dispute resolution. From time to time, poll workers may disagree over election rules and
procedures. Superintendents may choose to create a set procedure for reporting disputes up the
chain of command so that they can be resolved quickly. To minimize disruptions to the election
process, superintendents also can train poll workers — especially managers — in effective
dispute resolution methods.

Oaths of office. The oaths of office for managers and clerks provide a strong legal basis for
preventing and addressing abuses by poll workers.*
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