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MEMORANDUM 

DATE:  March 20, 2023 

TO:  Board of State Canvassers 

FROM:  Jonathan Brater, Director of Elections 

SUBJECT: Petition Process Review and Coding Updates   

Under the Michigan Election Law, the Board of State Canvassers (Board) is responsible for 
canvassing signatures for statewide ballot questions and candidates that file with the Michigan 
Department of State. The Bureau of Elections (Bureau) assists the Board in the responsibility by 
reviewing petition signatures and producing a staff report for the Board’s review. The Board is 
responsible for canvassing all statewide offices, offices with districts that cross more than one 
county, and all judicial offices (with the exception of Judge of the County Probate Court), along with 
initiative petitions. This process is time-consuming for candidates, sponsors, Bureau staff, and the 
Board, and the election calendar leaves little time for resolution of disputes over the validity of 
petition signatures. 

Prior to the filing deadline for the August 2022 Primary Election, staff accepted more than 1,000 
filings for offices appearing on either the August 2022 Primary Election or the November 2022 
General Election ballot. Candidates running for office filed hundreds of thousands of signatures, and 
staff expended thousands of hours processing petitions and challenges and drafting a record 
number of staff reports for Board consideration.  After the candidate filing deadline, Bureau staff 
reviewed and the Board was responsible for canvassing three statewide ballot questions: two 
constitutional amendments and one initiation of legislation.   

In each of the meetings where the Board reviewed the staff report and recommendations, the 
Board requested the Bureau review and recommend updates to processes to maximize clarity in the 
circulation and canvassing of petitions.  In response, staff has undertaken an overview of the 
petition canvassing process in order to facilitate the gathering of signatures and the canvass process 
undertaken by the Board. 

To provide greater clarity for candidates and sponsors of ballot questions, as well as ensure 
consistency in identifying sheets and individual signatures as invalid, staff proposes several updates 
to the petition review process, which are described in this memorandum. This document has been 
drafted for the Board’s consideration in advance of review of updated petition manuals to be 
released later in March. Following Board discussion and public comment, staff will update the 
manuals and present them for Board approval. Members of the public interested in providing public 



comment may do so at the March 3, 2023 meeting or by emailing the Board (MDOS-
Canvassers@Michigan.gov) through March 20, 2023, the next regularly scheduled meeting. 

Most updates recommended here are designed not to change policy but to increase clarity for the 
Board, petitions, and challengers, and to reduce confusion and dispute as to why a signature is 
rejected or accepted. Staff recommend updating codes used to categorize signature determinations 
in situations for which the existing codes may be overly broad or specific for differing situations. 
Although staff are able to apply existing codes without making errors, recent legislative changes to 
the petition forms mean that some current codes cause unnecessary confusion. Additionally, some 
codes are used for such a similar purpose that more than one code could accurately be assigned by 
different reviewers to the same situation, causing unnecessary confusion. Where indicated, staff 
also recommend changes to canvassing practice that would permit signatures that are currently 
rejected to instead be accepted. These updates are designated with the phrase “Change to 
Canvassing Practice” in parenthesis next to the code discussed.  

Staff recommends codes to be changed to: (1) remove codes altogether; (2) amend the use of codes 
to provide clearer explanation; (3) make codes more specific; and (4) create new codes to provide 
greater consistency and explanation. The full list of codes to be used is provided at the end of this 
memorandum along with examples of the new and updated codes. 

I. Codes to be Removed 

Dual (Change to Canvassing Practice) 

Prior to the creation of the Qualified Voter File (QVF), when processing petitions, staff were 
required to send the petition to the local clerk in order to verify the signer’s registration status.  
With the implementation of the QVF, staff now verifies registration status using the QVF.   

The “DUAL” code has been used to reject signatures in instances where a signer wrote the names of 
two or more jurisdictions in the space for city or township. Often, this occurs when a signer writes 
their city/township and county in the space for city/township. When there is no city or township 
sharing a name with the county, this has not been used to invalidate a signature.  For example, if 
the signer lists “Washtenaw/Ann Arbor” the signature would be valid because there is no city or 
township of “Washtenaw” in Washtenaw County.    

However, in counties such as Wayne and Ingham, the name could indicate either the county or a 
municipality within the county.  For example, where a signer writes “Wayne/Detroit,” the signature 
is invalidated under current practice because there is a city of Wayne and it is unclear whether the 
signer is indicating the signer lives in the City of Wayne or the City of Detroit. Similarly, where a 
signer writes “Williamston/Ingham” it is unclear whether the signer is indicating whether the signer 
lives in the City of Williamston or Ingham Township.  

Prior to the use of current technology (QVF), it was practically impossible to determine which 
jurisdiction was applicable so that the Bureau could contact the various appropriate jurisdictions to 
validate signatures. Now that the QVF allows staff access to search statewide for records which can 
be used to verify whether signers properly entered the correct jurisdiction, staff believes it is no 
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longer necessary to reject signatures with such “dual” entries.  See Haag v. Board of State 
Canvassers, Case No. 361579, Mich. Ct. App., June 6, 2022.  Thus, staff recommends eliminating this 
code and no longer rejecting signatures where the signer includes two names of municipalities as 
long as the voter’s registration can be determined in QVF.  

RAT 

“RAT” has previously been used to described instances in which a signer was not registered at the 
address listed in the petition, but was registered at a different address within the jurisdiction listed. 
In these situations, the signature is accepted because the signer has provided an address, and 
regardless of whether the signer has properly updated his or her registration to that address, this is 
irrelevant to the signer’s eligibility to sign the petition because the signer is still registered within 
the jurisdiction. Staff recommends combining this with the “Registered” category and eliminating 
the use of this code altogether. If the voter cannot be found at the address listed on the petition, 
staff will continue to verify whether the individual is registered at a different address within the 
jurisdiction.  This process will continue to be followed whether or not the address provided is a valid 
address. Where such determinations are disputed or challenged, staff will continue to provide 
comments explaining that the signer is registered within the jurisdiction and the question of 
whether the signer is registered at the address listed is irrelevant.  

OC 

“OC” has previously been used to indicate where the signer was a registered voter, but the address 
provided was outside of the city or township listed on the petition.  This code caused confusion 
among candidates, circulators and staff, as it frequently overlapped with other address and 
jurisdiction errors.  With the other changes provided below, staff recommends combining this 
category with “IC” (Invalid city or township, as described below) and eliminating the “OC” code. 

IN & NS 

Currently, “IN” and “NS” are used when the signature provided on the petition sheet is incomplete, 
entirely omitted, or does not entirely match what is listed in QVF.  As a result of the significant 
overlap, staff recommends eliminating these two codes and combining them into “IS” – a new code 
meaning, “Invalid Signature” – as discussed below. 

II. Codes with Amended Usage 

IC(Change to Canvassing Practice) 

The current “IC” code applies where a signature is rejected because a village or unincorporated 
place is listed instead of the township where the signer is registered, but only if the village or 
unincorporated place lies within two or more townships. While this distinction was historically 
necessary because of the difficulty in ascertaining the voter’s registration status, staff proposes 
eliminating this reason for determining a signature invalid for the same reason that staff 
recommends eliminating the “dual” code. As long as the voter is found in QVF within the 
appropriate city/township, the signature will not be rejected because the voter included the name 
of a village or unincorporated place (even if it spans multiple cities or townships).  



Instead of eliminating this code altogether, staff recommends revising the explanation for this code 
so it is used to mean “invalid city [or township]” and describe instances in which the city or 
township listed is not located within the county (or jurisdiction) listed at the top of the petition 
sheet. These signatures will continue to be rejected for the same reason “OC” signatures were 
rejected in the past, as described above.  

NC  

Currently, “NC” is used when there is no city or township listed in the field, or the city or township 
listed is not located within the county listed at the top of the petition.  This code would be 
combined into the “IC” code used above.   

Staff recommends repurposing “NC” so it used to mean “nonexistent county.”   Under current 
practice, if the county line contains the name of county that does not exist in Michigan, the entire 
sheet is rendered invalid.  Similarly, where the county field contains the name of a city or township 
rather than a county, the entire sheet would be rendered invalid.  Notably, a misspelling of a 
Michigan county does not result in rejection.  (e.g. Attawa, Wain).  Staff would continue this current 
practice. 

However, where the county line is blank, staff recommends rejecting the entire sheet.  Under 
current practice, where the county line is blank and all signatures on the sheet are contained within 
one county, the sheet is considered valid.  This practice comes from two court cases, the first being  
Keyes v Hare, 360 Mich 610 (1960).  In Keyes, the Board was reviewing petitions for Lieutenant 
Governor which, at the time, were required to be circulated on the city/township form.  A number 
of sheets left the city/township field at the top of the petition blank, but since every city listed by 
the signers was the same, the Board determined that the place of circulation could fairly be 
indicated based on the face of the petition.   Id. at 619. The Michigan Supreme Court upheld the 
Board’s decision. 

Similarly, in 1978, the Michigan Court of Appeals ordered the Board to consider the signatures on a 
countywide form as valid where the county was left blank, but it was clear by the face of the 
petition that each signature was circulated within the same county.  Spreen v Board of State 
Canvassers, Case No 78-2638 (Mich Ct App, July 1978).  There, the court indicated that “provided 
the Board can determine with certainty, by examining the signatories’ loci of registration, that, in 
fact, the affected petitions were circulated in a single county, those petitions are not thus 
invalidated.”  Id. (emphasis in original) 

While it does not appear these cases have been formally overruled by a Michigan court, in 2012, 
the Michigan Supreme Court eliminated the previous substantial compliance precedent.  In Stand 
Up for Democracy v Sec’y of State, 492 Mich 588 (2012), a referendum petition was submitted to 
the Board containing statements that were not in 14-point font as required by MCL 168.482.  Id. at 
596.  The Board deadlocked on whether to certify the petition, and the Michigan Court of Appeals 
subsequently ordered the Board to certify finding that the petition substantially complied with 
section 482’s requirements.  Id. at 596-597. On appeal, the Michigan Supreme Court reversed, 
concluding that there was no statutory support for the substantial compliance doctrine and that 



petitions must strictly comply with the requirements outlined in Michigan Election Law.  Id. at 602.  
The Court specifically overruled a line of cases that stood for the proposition that substantial 
compliance with mandatory petition requirements mandates certification of deficient petitions.  Id. 
at 606. 

Stand Up for Democracy’s holding spawned a number of cases standing for the proposition that 
where there are blanks in petitions, those blanks were intended by the Legislature to be completed, 
and the failure to do so, renders the entire petition invalid. See e.g., Aiello v Sabaugh, 2016 Mich 
App LEXIS 1214, (June 21, 2016) (finding that since plain language of the statute requires the date of 
the election, where the petition failed to contain the date of the primary election, the entire 
petition did not strictly comply and was invalid); Delaney v Bd Of State Canvassers, 2016 Mich App 
LEXIS 1170 (June 16, 2016) (holding that the Board properly rejected petition sheets that failed to 
contain the candidate’s entire address as it was a fatal defect under MCL 168.544c(1)).   

MCL 168.544d authorizes the Secretary of State to prescribe a countywide form to be used for 
circulating petitions.  The form is required to contain a blank line which states “We, the 
undersigned qualified and registered electors, residents in the [County of] 
_________________________ state of Michigan, respectively petition for…” See OAG, 2019, No. 
7,310 (May 22, 2019).   

Given the holding in Stand Up for Democracy, changes to the law authorizing petitions to be 
circulated on countywide forms, and subsequent case law, the continued validity of Keyes and 
Spreen is unknown.  Accordingly, staff would recommend applying strict compliance to the county 
field by rejecting petition sheets where the county line is entirely blank.1 

III. New Codes to Provide More Specificity and Greater Clarity 

FORM  

This new code would describe instances where the incorrect form or petition was submitted. For 
example, a judicial candidate uses a partisan form, when they are required to use the nonpartisan 
form.  Additionally, this code would be used where a petition was submitted for a different 
candidate or ballot question. This may occur when circulators circulate for several drives and submit 
petition sheets for the wrong drive. Previously, no code had accurately described this situation.  

MRE (Missing required element) 

The new code “MRE” would describe instances where the petition sheet is missing a required 
element. For example, this may occur when a warning is partially cut off during printing or copying, 
or when required words are obscured by marker or a sticker. (This is distinguishable from DMG 

 
1 At the Board’s March 3, 2023 meeting, staff had previously recommended that if the county line was blank and it 
could be determined that all signers were registered within the same county, the petition sheet be considered 
facially valid.  The Board requested staff conduct further research into whether this field required strict compliance 
under Michigan case law. 



(Damaged) because the structural integrity of the sheet is maintained but required elements are 
not present.)  

IL (Illegible)  

The new code “IL” would describe instances where a reviewer is unable to read enough information 
provided by the signer to identify the signer.  Staff would not reject solely because some writing is 
illegible, but rather when there is not enough discernable information provided on the line to 
enable staff to be able to locate the signer. This code does not apply to an autograph-style signature 
without clear lettering as long as the signature matches the signature on file. 

OS (Out-of-state box blank)  

Under the Michigan Election Law, circulators that reside outside of the state of Michigan but 
circulate within the state are required to mark the check box in the bottom left of the petition 
indicating that they do not reside in the state of Michigan. The failure to mark the box renders the 
entire sheet invalid. Previously, this was coded as a circulator error (“CIRC”). The Board requested 
this be changed to provide greater clarity to candidates and sponsors.  This new code would 
describe instances where an out-of-state circulator failed to check the non-residency box in the 
Certificate of Circulator.  

PV (Paid/volunteer check box entirely omitted)  

Recent changes to the Michigan Election Law require the disclosure of whether a circulator is a paid 
or volunteer circulator for statewide ballot proposals. The failure to mark either one or both boxes 
renders the entire sheet invalid.  Previously, this was coded as “CIRC”.  The Board requested this be 
changed to provide greater clarity to sponsors and challengers of statewide ballot proposal 
petitions. The new code “PV” would describe instances where the circulator did not mark the 
paid/volunteer box on the petition sheet.   

 
IV. New Codes to Provide Greater Consistency and Explanation 

IS (Invalid signature)  

The new code “IS” would describe instances where the petition signature is omitted, incomplete, or 
does not match the signature on file. This would combine the previous codes of “IN” (incomplete 
signature), “NS” (no signature), and “MC” (miscellaneous, which staff has previously used to 
indicate that a signature did not match the signature on file). Distinctions between those three 
codes required complicated and ultimately irrelevant parsing. For instance, when the alleged 
petition signature of John Smith read “J” followed by a scribble and the QVF signature showed a 
different-looking J and all other letters legible, different staff could state that there was no 
signature, that the signature was incomplete, or that the signature failed to match the QVF 
signature. The broader code would encompass all signature discrepancies.  

IA (Invalid address)  



The new code “IA” would describe instances where the address was blank, missing the house 
number or street name, or PO Box listed. This would replace the code “NA” (no address), to prevent 
confusion that sometimes occurs when an apparent address is provided, but it is determined to be 
an invalid address.  If the address does not exist in the QVF, staff will attempt to verify whether the 
address is a valid address in order to update state address records (for example, if the address is at 
a new subdivision that is not currently in the QVF street index).  

DATE (invalid date)  

“Date” would describe any of the following:  

• Signature is dated before the first date of the current term of the office sought in the 
upcoming term, or, for qualifying petitions, the signature is dated more than 180 days prior 
to the date of filing. 

• Signature is dated before the filing of the petition.  
• Signer’s signature is dated after the circulator dated their signature. 
• Date is incomplete, illegible, or missing.  

 

  



PROPOSED UPDATED LIST OF SIGNATURE CODES 

ENTRY 
CODE CODE NAME EXPLANATION 

SIGNATURE ERRORS 
CO Crossed off Signature was crossed out prior to filing. 

DUP Duplicate 
Voter signed petition multiple times, or signed nominating petitions 
for more candidates than there are persons to be elected to the office 
(e.g. 3 judicial candidates when there are 2 vacant positions). 

IS Invalid Signature The petition signature is omitted or does not sufficiently agree with 
the signature on file. 

NR Not Registered 

On the date of signing, the signer was not registered to vote anywhere 
in the city or township indicated. Note: If a signer is registered to vote 
at a different address within the same city or township as written on 
the petition, the signature is valid. See examples below: 
Petition Address                    Registration Address                            Result 
456 Maple St., Flint              456 Maple St., Mt. Morris           Invalid [NR] 
123 Main St., Mason            987 Maple St., Mason                        Valid [R] 

ADDRESS AND JURISDICTIONAL ISSUES 

IA Invalid Address Address is blank, missing house number or street name, or PO Box 
listed. 

IC Invalid City or 
Township 

There is no city or township by that name located within the county 
listed at the top or the city or township field was left blank. 

NC Nonexistent County County listed does not exist (misspelled county is not “NC"). 

OD Outside District The address given is located within the city or township listed, but 
outside of the electoral district for the office sought. 

R 
Registered/Registered 
at Other Address in 
Jurisdiction 

Registered at address provided on petition or registered at another 
address within city/township listed on the petition. 

DATE ERRORS 

DATE    Invalid Date 

• Signature is dated before the first date of the current term of the 
office sought. For example, a nominating Petition (Countywide 
Partisan) filed by a candidate for a partisan office may be circulated as 
early as January 1. Note: For qualifying petitions only, any signature 
that is dated more than 180 days prior to the date of filing is invalid. 
• Signature is dated before the filing of the petition (483a filing). 
• Signer's signature is dated after the circulator dated their signature.                                              
• Date is incomplete, illegible or missing. 

 



HEAD   Invalid Heading 
Entries 

• Failure to include candidate name, address, name of office, party 
affiliation (if applicable), and date of primary. 
• Failure to include whether incumbent, non-incumbent, or new 
position, or incorrect designation as such. 
• Font size deviates from requirements (Certain items are 24-point or 
12-point font; everything else is 8-point font.) 

FORM ISSUES 

DMG Damaged 

Damaged, mutilated or torn petitions sheets that are damaged in a 
way that interferes with the presence of any of the mandatory 
elements (heading, warning statements, circulator certificate, signer 
entries). 

FORM   Form Error Incorrect form used or incorrect petition submitted with filing. 

MRE Missing Required 
Element 

Missing a required element, e.g.,  warning cut off when printed, 
illegible words (crossed out with marker). 

CIRCULATOR ISSUES 

CIRC   Circulator Information 
Missing 

• Failure to include the circulator name, complete residential address 
(street or rural route number, city or township and state). 
• Not signed by circulator. 
• Circulator date is omitted or illegible. 

OS Out-of-State Box 
Blank 

Out-of-state circulator failed to check non-residency box in the 
Certificate of Circulator. 

PV Paid/Volunteer Box 
Blank Circulator did not mark paid/volunteer box. 

MISCELLANEOUS ERRORS 

IL Illegible Unable to read enough information provided by the signer(s) to 
identify the signer. 

MC Miscellaneous Miscellaneous errors identified not provided above. 
 



EXAMPLES OF NEW PETITION CODES 

MRE (missing required element): The scanning process cut off part of the circulator warning on the 
bottom left of the petition. Because that is a required element, this error would invalidate the entire 
sheet and all signatures on the sheet.  

 

NC (nonexistent county): The example below identifies the petition as being circulated in “Detroit” 
County. Because that county does not exist, this error would invalidate the entire sheet and all 
signatures on the sheet. NC would also apply if the county did not exist in Michigan (for example, 
“Orange County”).  

 

OS (out-of-state circulator): The example below shows that the petition sheet was circulated by an out-
of-state circulator, but the circulator did not mark the box for that designation. Because this is a 
required element under MCL 169.544c, this error would invalidate the entire sheet and all signatures on 
the sheet.  

 

FORM (form error): The example below shows that a candidate for a partisan office (State Senate) used 
the countywide non-partisan nominating petition. If the candidate was seeking to run without party 
affiliation for a partisan office, the candidate should have used the countywide partisan nominating 
petition form or the countywide qualifying petition form.  

 



The following is an example of several errors, which are identified in the left margin of the sheet. The 
sheet itself is valid, but each signature affixed to the sheet is invalid for the reasons listed below: 

IA (invalid address): The signer did not include the signer’s street number in his address.  

IC (invalid city or township): The signer listed the signer’s city as Detroit, which is not a city or township 
located in Ingham (the county in which the petition sheet was circulated).  

DATE (invalid date): The signer failed to indicate the date of signing.  

IL (illegible): It is impossible to read enough information provided by the signer to identify the signer. 

IS (invalid signature): The signer failed to include his signature. Note: If the signature in the QVF 
sufficiently matched the printed name of the signer that was included on the sheet, the signature would 
be valid.  

DATE (invalid date): The signer’s signature is dated after the circulator dated his or her signature.  

 

 

  



PETITION SHEET VALIDITY 

I. Errors Rendering Entire Sheet Invalid 
 

Imperfections in the petition sheet heading, certificate of circulator, or body of the petition 
sheet may jeopardize the validity of the entire petition sheet such that no signature will be 
considered valid.  The following are situations in which the entire petition sheet may be 
rendered invalid. 

a. Defects in the petition heading which render an entire sheet (that is, all 
signatures on the sheet) invalid 

• The county of circulation listed does not exist.  
• Two or more counties are listed. 
• Required information concerning candidate or office sought is omitted, including 

the candidate’s name, residence address, party affiliation (if applicable), the 
office sought, and the district served by the office (if any).  

Note: In addition, candidates seeking judicial offices must follow the 
instructions for completing the heading that are printed on the 
reverse side of the Nominating Petition (Countywide Nonpartisan) 
form. 

b. Defects in the certificate of circulator 

• The petition sheet is not signed by the circulator or is signed by more than one 
circulator. 

• The circulator’s date of signing is omitted, incomplete, earlier than the date 
entered by every petition signer, or outside of the date range for petition 
circulation.   

• The circulator’s residence address is omitted, incomplete or includes a P.O. Box 
in place of a street address or rural route.      

Note: The circulator’s failure to include the correct zip code, by itself, is 
not a fatal defect.  

• The circulator is not a Michigan resident and fails to mark the nonresident box in 
the certificate of circulator. 
 

c. Mandatory elements are completely omitted 

• Mandatory elements such as warning statements and certifications are omitted 
entirely or covered up by stickers, liquid paper, sharpie, or are otherwise 
illegible. 

• Mandatory elements are not in the required font size. 
• Paid or Volunteer check box is not completed. 

 



 
 

d. Other fatal defects that render an entire petition sheet invalid 

• Damaged, mutilated or torn petition sheets where any of the mandatory 
elements (heading, warning statements, circulator certificate, signer entries) are 
illegible or omitted. 

• Incorrect form was used, or incorrect petition was submitted with filing. 
 

II. Variations that do not invalidate an entire sheet 

The following variations will not cause an entire petition sheet to be rejected: 

a. Heading variations 

• For all offices except certain judicial offices, the failure to include the “Term 
Expiration Date” does not render a petition sheet invalid if the filing official can 
ascertain which position the candidate is seeking. For example, if a candidate is 
seeking nomination or election to the office of County Clerk, the candidate is not 
required to include the “Term Expiration Date” because there is only one 
position to be elected. If there are multiple positions available with different 
term ending dates, the candidate should include the “Term Expiration Date.”   

Note: Judicial candidates seeking office in a district in which a 
combination of full terms and partial terms will appear on the ballot 
must follow the instructions printed on the reverse side of the 
nominating petition with respect to the “Term Expiration Date.” 

b. Circulator errors 

• The circulator prints their name in space provided for the signature and signs in 
the space for printed name; circulator omits their printed name; circulator 
enters their cursive signature in space provided for printed name.   

Note: The petition sheet is invalid if the circulator merely prints their 
name and fails to sign the petition. 

• The circulator omits their zip code or enters an incorrect zip code. 
• The circulator prints the name of a village or unincorporated place instead of the 

township in which he or she resides. 
• The circulator omits the county of registration. 
• The circulator is a resident of Michigan and inadvertently checks the out-of-state 

circulator checkbox and/or writes the name of the Michigan county where he or 
she is registered to vote.  
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