MEMO

To:
Members of the Senate and House Government Operations Committees

From: 
Paul Burns, ex. dir. VPIRG

Date:
March 17, 2006

Re:
"One-person, one-vote" and IRV

Some people at Wednesday’s hearing raised a question as to whether the Instant Runoff Voting proposal violated the principle of "one-person, one-vote."  The short answer is “yes,” it does indeed meet the “one-person, one vote” standard. This term is a shorthand description of the U. S. Supreme Court decisions that the 14th Amendment mandates equal voting weight per voter, without discriminatory classification, such as urban verses rural voters. Thus, giving voters three votes in the Rutland Senate District and two votes in the Windham Senate District does not violate this mandate, any more than giving voters a second vote for an office in a runoff election, as long as the ratio of voters to elected seats is roughly equal, and the voting rights of all voters are treated the same.

The rank order ballot used in instant runoff voting (and other voting systems) is known by political scientists as the "single transferable vote" or STV.  This balloting procedure has been upheld in United States courts as constitutional and upholding the "one person, one vote" principle.  As an example, here is what the Michigan Court ruled in upholding the use of instant runoff voting (also known as "Majority Preference Voting" or M.P.V. System)  in an Ann Arbor, Michigan Mayoral race in a 1975 challenge: 

"Under the "M.P.V. System" [IRV], however, no one person or voter has more than one effective vote for one office. No voter's vote can be counted more than once for the same candidate.  In the final analysis, no voter is given greater weight in his or her vote over the vote of another voter, although to understand this does require a conceptual understanding of how the effect of a "M.P.V. System" is like that of a run-off election. The form of majority preferential voting employed in the City of Ann Arbor's election of its Mayor does not violate the one-man, one-vote mandate nor does it deprive anyone of equal protection rights under the Michigan or United States Constitutions."

page 11, Stephenson v Ann Arbor Board of City Canvassers  File No. 75-10166 AW 

Michigan Circuit Court for the County of Jackson

The Judge also observed on page 7,

"Each voter has the same right at the time he casts his or her ballot.  Each voter has his or her ballot counted once in any count that determines whether one candidate has a majority of the votes. . . .  Far better to have the People's will expressed more adequately in this fashion, than to wonder what would have been the results of a run-off election not provided for." 

