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By notice published February 28, 2019, the Election Assistance Commission (“EAC”)
requested public comment on the proposed Voluntary Voting System Guidelines 2.0 Principles and
Guidelines (“VVSG 2.0”).1
EPIC and the U.S. Technology Policy Committee of the Association for Computing
Machinery (“USTPC”) support the proposed VVSG 2.0 and submit these comments to the EAC: (1)
to commend the inclusion of strong principles protecting voter privacy, ballot secrecy, and data
protection; and (2) to urge the Commission to include a ban on internet-connected voting machinery.
EPIC is a public interest research center in Washington, D.C. EPIC was established in 1994
to focus public attention on emerging privacy issues.2 The Association for Computing Machinery is
the longest-established and largest association of individual professionals engaged in all aspects of
computing in the world.3 EPIC previously commented on the Voluntary Voting System Guidelines
in 2009, stating:
Ballot secrecy and voter privacy must be core values within the context of voting
technology standards and testing and certification of voting systems 4
1

Notice of proposed Voluntary Voting System Guidelines 2.0 Principles and Guidelines request for public
comment, 84 Fed. Reg. 6775-76 (Feb. 28, 2019), https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2019-0228/pdf/2019-03453.pdf.
2
EPIC, About EPIC (2018), https://epic.org/epic/about.html.
3
ACM engages in public policy through its U.S. Technology Policy Committee, to which participation in
these comments should be attributed.
4
EPIC, Comments Regarding the 2009 Voluntary Voting System Guidelines Version 1.1, Election Assistance
Commission, 6 (Sept. 28, 2009), https://epic.org/privacy/voting/epic_eac_comments_10-09.pdf.

Comments of EPIC and USTPC
VVSG 2.0

Election Assistance Commission
May 29, 2019

I.

The Secret Ballot is Vital for Democracy

We applaud the draft VVSG’s robust principles on voter privacy and ballot secrecy. The
secrecy of the ballot is a foundation of our democracy. In 2016, EPIC, Verified Voting, and
Common Cause released a report and fifty state survey on the issue of ballot secrecy. We found that
a vast majority of states (44) have a constitutional provision guaranteeing secrecy in voting, while
the six remaining states have statutory provisions referencing secrecy in voting.5 The secret ballot is
the kernel of democracy. “The secret ballot reduces the threat of coercion, vote buying and selling,
and tampering. For individual voters, it provides the ability to exercise their right to vote without
intimidation or retaliation.”6
As the National Academy of Sciences recently found, “If anonymity is compromised, voters
may not express their true preferences.”7 While advances in technology can facilitate voting in a
variety of ways—voter registration, tracking ballots, finding poll places, checking wait times, etc.—
current cyber security techniques cannot prevent the linking of an individual to his or her marked
ballot when transmitted over the internet.8 Thus digital voting techniques pose a real and ongoing
risk in the specific area of vote tabulation.
EPIC and the USTPC urge the Commission to leave Principle 10: BALLOT SECRECY
unchanged, ensuring that no direct or indirect identifiers can link the voter’s identity with the
“voter’s intent, choices, or selections.”9
II.

Algorithmic Transparency is Key to Ensuring Accountability

Accountability is key to ensuring faith in our electoral process. As decisions are automated,
and organizations increasingly delegate decision-making to techniques they do not fully understand,
processes become more opaque and less accountable. It is therefore imperative that algorithmic
process be open, provable, and accountable.
We commend the inclusion of guideline 13.3 – “All cryptographic algorithms are public,
well-vetted, and standardized” and urge the Commission to leave the guideline unchanged.
III.

The VVSG 2.0 must ban internet connectivity or the use of wireless modems in
voting systems

The VVSG 2.0 draft is missing a requirement that is critical to election security: a ban on
internet connectivity or the use of wireless modems in vote recording or vote tabulating systems. The
current draft would allow voting machines to connect to the Internet, perhaps even through a
wireless connection.
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We urge the Commission to add a guideline under Principle 13: DATA PROTECTION:
"The voting system does not use wireless technology or connect to any public
telecommunications infrastructure."
As the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine stated in the 2018 Report
on election security:
At the present time, the Internet (or any network connected to the Internet) should not
be used for the return of marked ballots. Further, Internet voting should not be used in
the future until and unless very robust guarantees of security and verifiability are
developed and in place, as no known technology guarantees the secrecy, security, and
verifiability of a marked ballot transmitted over the Internet.10
The National Academies concluded that “[s]ecure Internet voting will likely not be feasible in the
near future.”11
Computer scientists have long cautioned that Internet voting “not only entails serious security
risks, but also requires voters to relinquish their right to a secret ballot.”12 After the 2016 election,
cybersecurity expert Bruce Schneier wrote:
We need national security standards for voting machines, and funding for states to
procure machines that comply with those standards.
This means no Internet voting. While that seems attractive, and certainly a way
technology can improve voting, we don’t know how to do that securely. We simply
can't build an Internet voting system that is secure against hacking because of the
requirement for a secret ballot. This makes voting different from banking and anything
else we do on the Internet, and it makes security much harder. Even allegations of vote
hacking would be enough to undermine confidence in the system, and we simply cannot
afford that.13
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Renowned cryptographer Ronald Rivest says that “best practices for internet voting are like
best practices for drunk driving.” – neither one makes sense.14 Rivest says the dramatic loss of
security with Internet voting does not outweigh the increased convenience for voters.15
Cyber security experts at the Department of Homeland Security and the National Institutes
for Standards and Technology have warned against implementation of Internet voting in U.S. public
elections because of privacy and security risks.16 In July 2015, the U.S. Vote Foundation released a
study establishing a new reference for security, usability and transparency standards necessary to
implement Internet voting in public elections. Developed by the nation’s leading experts in election
integrity, election administration, high-assurance systems engineering, and cryptography, the study
concluded that not one of the existing Internet voting systems provides adequate security for public
elections or guarantees voter privacy.17
Washington DC’s Internet voting pilot system was allowed to be tested before deployment.
Researchers breached it with relative ease: “Within 36 hours of the system going live, our team had
found and exploited a vulnerability that gave us almost total control of the server software, including
the ability to change votes and reveal voters’ secret ballot.”18
Cybersecurity must be a top priority for the United States. We must protect democratic
institutions against cyber attack by foreign adversaries. The Russian attacks on democratic
institutions are expected to continue.19 As the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and
Medicine recently explained:
The 2016 election vividly illustrated that hostile state actors can also pose a threat.
These actors often possess more sophisticated capabilities and can apply greater
resources to the conduct of such operations. Moreover, they may have other goals than
shifting the outcome for a particular candidate. If their goal is to disrupt an election or
undermine confidence in its outcome, they may need only to achieve DoS against epollbooks or leave behind traces of interference like malicious software or evidence of
tampering with voter registration lists or other records. Even failed attempts at
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interference could, if detected, cast doubt on the validity of election results absent
robust mechanisms to detect and recover from such attacks.20
The VVSG help shape the election security market. The Election Assistance Commission
should not miss this critical opportunity to make a strong statement that elections and the Internet
don’t mix. The VVSG should add a guideline that bans internet connectivity or the use of wireless
modems in vote recording or vote tabulating systems.
Conclusion
The VVSG 2.0 are vital to protecting our democratic institutions. The guidelines must ban
the use of internet-connected voting machines and protect ballot secrecy.
Respectfully submitted,
/s/ Marc Rotenberg
Marc Rotenberg
EPIC President

/s/ Caitriona Fitzgerald
Caitriona Fitzgerald
EPIC Policy Director

James A. Hendler
Chair, U.S. Technology Policy Committee of
the Association for Computing Machinery
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