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Central Election Reporting System 
South Dakota Secretary of State 

 
A reporting system that can seamlessly link every possible facet of the election process into a single system is a dream of every 
election official. In November 2008 this dream became a reality in South Dakota as the Central Election Reporting System (CERS) 
assisted in coordinating, streamlining and managing every phase of the 2008 election process.  

After the 2006 General Election, outdated technology made it necessary to completely revise the manner in which election 
information was managed and reported in South Dakota. The Secretary of State and County Auditors were using a multitude of 
different systems to track candidate petition filing, ballot certification and creation, election night results reporting, and county and 
state canvassing. These systems were labor intensive, requiring data input numerous times, along with the quality control steps to 
ensure the accuracy of information. After reviewing possible existing systems in other states, the decision was made in May 2007 
to create a custom program – one single system that could be used by the Secretary of State’s Office (SOS) and County Auditors to 
provide all of the election functions in a unified manner for statewide primary, secondary, special and general elections. 

This was an ambitious project in that the first milestone – the June 2008 Primary Election – was one year away and the General 
Election followed just five months later. To meet the challenging deadlines, Secretary of State Chris Nelson assembled a highly 
talented and dedicated team of professionals, to include the Election and Information Technology staff of the SOS, developers 
from South Dakota Bureau of Information and Telecommunications (BIT) and BPro Inc., and County Auditors. The project team’s 
diligent planning, reviewing and testing were critical to the CERS development. The ultimate key to success proved to be the 
decades of election experience of the project team and all 64 County Auditors. 

Karen Layher, Grant County Auditor, was excited to be part of the development team. She stated, “As a member of the election 
officials, I found being part of the development of the CERS amazing! To have the opportunity to test each component allowed a 
practical approach for the election official to see first hand how each individual step led into the next phase. Secretary Nelson was 
receptive to any change to enhance the CERS system and because of his vision and the hard work of all involved, the State of 
South Dakota has an central election reporting system the voters can be proud of.” 
The goals of the system were to eliminate duplicate entry of data, provide for rock-solid management of the data, allow for 
seamless transition between candidate data and ballot preparation, allow for seamless importation of election results from the 
County Auditors and to provide a system for electronic canvassing of results at both the county canvassers and State Board of 
Canvassers levels. An additional benefit of having the data in a uniform platform was the ability to allow the public to access data, 
such as their polling place location and sample ballot via the web on the Voter Information Portal. Election night results would be 
generated and disseminated with more detail, distribution methods and graphical presentations, which would include exports to the 
Associated Press. Tremendous steps were taken to address system performance and to maintain absolute system security. 

The foundation of CERS was the “ID Combo Number.” Secretary Nelson, drawing from nearly 20 years of election management 
experience, envisioned designing a complete election system by identifying and assigning every detail of the election process with 
a unique number. The ID Combo Number included legislative districts, counties, cities/townships, precincts, wards, commissioner 
districts, school districts, special districts and political party codes. This combined number was then linked to candidate races, 
ballots styles, individual voters, and for use in election night reporting, the canvassing reports, the accumulation of statistics, and 
for permanent documentation. (Exhibit 1) 

One of the primary components of CERS was candidate management. As each candidate was certified, information was entered 
into CERS. The Candidate Table contained all identifying information, including a unique Candidate ID Number. This information 
was linked with the Candidate Race Table, which identified the specifics of the race and length of the term. From the candidate 
information, letters were automatically generated to each candidate regarding the election, which included instructions for 
accessing the Candidate Voice Capture (CVC) component of CERS. CVC allowed the candidate to call in and provide a voice 
pronunciation file that was then used in programming the AutoMARK voter assist terminal. Along with candidate information, 
CERS included ballot question information, with the ballot number/letter, title, explanation by the Attorney General, State’s 
Attorney or City Attorney, and recitation.  

The County Auditors benefited greatly from CERS’ integral function of developing the ballot styles necessary for the election. 
Once the political party ballot order was determined and entered into CERS, along with all the information regarding the 
candidates, ballot questions, specific elections, criteria for the different races and their relationships to various government levels, 
with a single step the Combo ID Numbers were generated. This step seamlessly created every ballot style to be used throughout 
the state. The system included multiple safeguards for quality assurance by allowing the County Auditors to error check 
throughout the process. After the necessary ballot styles were determined, CERS allowed the County Auditors to review a sample 
ballot before releasing it to the printing vendor. CERS also indicated the number of ballots necessary for each precinct, including 
the breakdown for each party, which was essential for the closed primaries in South Dakota. Once each county verified the 
accuracy of their ballot styles, the file was exported to the outside vendor for printing. After review of the proofs and approval of 
the ballots for printing by each County Auditor, the sample ballots were released to the Voter Information Portal (VIP). Regarding 
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the efficiency of the ballot creation process, Kay Schmidt, Lake County Auditor, conveyed, “After my proof was okayed, the 
official ballots arrived six days later. I was very pleased with the timeframe, because it allowed my absentee voting to begin earlier 
than the law prescribed.” (Exhibit 1) 

CERS created a significant informational gathering tool for voters with the VIP, which links directly with the Statewide Voter 
Registration Databases. Any registered voter can access the VIP from the SOS website to determine registration, the physical 
address of registration, party affiliation, precinct identification, and polling place name and address, as well as messages from the 
Secretary of State. By accessing the VIP, an individual could view or print his/her sample ballot for a statewide election. From 
November 2-3, 2008, VIP had over 30,000 hits for voter information, with over 56,000 since August 2008. For the County 
Auditors, VIP has eliminated numerous telephone calls and requests for sample ballots, thereby becoming a significant cost saving 
tool. 

The success of the Election Night Reporting component of CERS was a major accomplishment that involved the concerted efforts 
of all the County Auditors, the project development team and a Special Response Team from BIT. CERS allowed each of the 64 
County Auditors to either manually input election results or automatically upload data from the Election Reporting Manager 
software. The results of extensive testing were evident when the Election Night Reporting component uploaded the first data as the 
last polls closed in the western part of the state. All the results were updated automatically every five minutes, with results being 
displayed on the SOS website. An individual could choose to view the results of each race (federal, state, county, special district, 
or municipal and school when combined with a statewide election) from a federal or statewide level or drill down all the way to 
the precinct level. (Exhibit 3) In addition, the results were provided in statewide maps, with the maps displaying the results for 
each county and tags reflecting the actual returns and number of precincts reporting. CERS provided continual reporting for the 
number of counties and/or precincts completed or pending. CERS also flagged possible recounts for any of the reported races. 
(Exhibit 4) Special exporting capabilities provided the results in real time to the Associated Press and other media outlets. The 
success of CERS was realized with all the results being completed in less than six hours. At the conclusion of the election 
Secretary Nelson commented, “the election night tabulation and reporting was the smoothest he had ever seen…beyond his best 
expectations.” Paul Myrick, KELO News in Sioux Falls, echoed the same opinion saying it was the “smoothest election I can 
remember and Reagan/Carter was my first.”  

After the completion of the Election Night Reporting, CERS was then utilized in the canvassing process at both the county and 
State levels. After provisional ballots were processed, CERS automatically provided a canvassing report, not only for the county 
level, but also for the State Board of Canvassers. Where the canvass process was previously manually prepared for review, the 
addition of CERS streamlined the process and eliminated countless hours from all offices. (Exhibit 5) 

In addition CERS provided numerous administrative features. The system was able to transition from one election type to another, 
as with the primary to the general election. The system automatically transferred the primary winners, preparing the data for the 
general election. CERS was developed with significant statistical capabilities. The Election Assistance Commission continues to 
expand the need for the collection of election related data. CERS was able to automatically capture this required data down to the 
precinct level. The data collection capabilities include the total number of registered voters, the number of active or inactive 
registered voters, number of persons voting, number of provisional ballots cast on election day and provisional votes counted, and 
the total number voting for the Federal offices. 

Reflecting on the impact of the system, Sue Roust, Minnehaha County Auditor, wrote, “CERS greatly streamlined the election 
process for South Dakota local governments and improved the flow of election information to our citizens. SOS staff entered all 
statewide election contests, which provided consistency and accuracy in the ballot production process. Auditors generated and 
reviewed ballot layouts almost immediately following the drawing for ballot order! And one of the best features was that voters 
can go online to look up their polling place and see the exact sample ballot for their precinct. Not only did this reduce the number 
of calls my office fielded, but it allowed us to discover and correct registration mistakes before Election Day. The election night 
reporting feature allowed us to upload results easily to the state system, replacing the manual entry that used to require significant 
staff time on election night, and voters and candidates could see results down to precinct level. CERS has tremendous benefits for 
county auditors, candidates, and our voters!” 

A final noteworthy aspect of the development of CERS was the cost. Where other states have spent millions of dollars developing 
systems that either are not yet functional or include only a fraction of what CERS has to offer, to date the State of South Dakota 
has invested approximately $300,000 into a system that works. This was made possible through fiscal discipline, an incredible 
development team, the assistance of every County Auditor from across the state and most especially the visionary guidance and 
leadership of Secretary of State Chris Nelson.  

The power of this program is currently being demonstrated as several other agencies across the nation are evaluating CERS as a 
possible alternative for their election reporting because of its adaptability to all levels – state, county and municipality – as a means 
for coordinating, streamlining and managing every facet of the election process.  




