Washington’s Instant Runoff Voting Model

Taxpayer Savings and Voter Choice in One Majority Election in November 

FairVote State Legislative Action Proposal

Problem: The great majority of state and local governments hold high-cost, low-turnout primary elections. Often taking place long before the general election, they are rarely competitive, limit voters’ choices, cause financial and logistical burdens for election administrators and increase the costs of running for office. 

Despite increasingly low turnout and the fact that important democratic decisions are often made by primary electorates that are unrepresentative of the general population, state and local governments spend significant resources on what is essentially the final stage of private party nominating processes. Statewide election costs for primaries can run in the tens of millions of dollars.  Problems with primaries include the following:

· Low, skewed turnout: In 2006, the voter turnout rate in federal primary races around the nation was 15%, fully 3% lower than the previous record low. One study showed that in Oregon – one of the states with relatively high primary turnout – more primary voters were over 70 years old than were under 45. The median age of primary voters around the nation is estimated to be 61 – and rising. Primary electorates typically are significantly older, whiter and wealthier than general election voters.


· Election and campaign finance costs: Election administrators too often do not have sufficient funds for the best programs to handle Election Day costs such as training pollworkers, identifying polling places, printing sufficient ballots and distributing voter guides. At the same time, primaries can double the financial demands on candidates running for office, increasing the role of money in politics. Folding the primary into a general election held with an instant runoff voting majority system reduces the number of elections by one, thereby acting as campaign finance reform and increasing efficiency for election administration.


· No competition and limits on November choices: Most primary elections are extremely non-competitive. Even the few that are competitive typically do not engage or even permit participation by independent-minded voters wary of partisan politics. In some states, parties further limit primary election choices by means of convention or caucus systems. Minor parties rarely have primaries at all because they do not qualify for state-funded primaries, while registered independent voters (now more than a quarter of all voters) are not allowed to vote in primaries in many states. In districts and states strongly leaning toward one party, however, these low-turnout, low-choice primaries effectively decide the general election – even very unrepresentative nominees can win if aligned with the right party in the right district.

Solution: A majority voting method in which voters rank candidates in order of choice, instant runoff voting (IRV) is typically considered for replacing primary election runoffs or for general elections after parties nominate with primaries. But by generating a majority winner in a single round of voting, IRV allows states to address directly the problems with primaries. In November 2006, voters in Pierce County, WA (pop. 760,000) adopted a system that will allow multiple candidates from any one party to run on the general election ballot. Voters rank one or more candidates in order of preference. If a candidate receives a majority of first choices, that candidate is elected. If not, the last-place candidate is eliminated. Voters who ranked the eliminated candidate first now have their ballots counted toward their second choice candidate. Simulating a series of runoff elections, this process continues until the field is reduced to two or until one candidate receives a majority. 

Voters essentially express both their primary and general election preferences on a single ballot by ranking their favorite candidate first and their backup choices with subsequent rankings to be used if their first choice does not make it through the instant runoff process. Parties are able to nominate multiple candidates without worrying about spoiler problems; moreover, they have incentive to do so in order to appeal to diverse groups of voters. State and local governments save the administration costs of an entire election. 

Pierce County voters approved this model for use in 2008, with the proposal winning in all state legislative districts in the county, including ones leaning Democratic and ones leaning Republican. Pierce County also created a signature requirement for any candidate to appear on the ballot, regardless of party affiliation. Major and minor political parties, as defined by state law, will  private endorsement processes to determine which candidates are able to use the party label on the ballot. Elected officials in states like Colorado and Minnesota, where party conventions and caucuses already limit primary fields, are likely to introduce legislation on this Washington State IRV model in 2007.

Legislative Proposal: As of December 2006, we are working with a Colorado legislator on legislation that would enact instant runoff voting in general elections, allow parties to nominate one or more candidates for each office privately (Colorado indeed already has a well-established party convention system, which typically limits candidacies for its primaries to at most three candidates and often just one) and eliminate the state’s taxpayer-financed August primary. For those interested in similar legislation for their state or more incremental approaches toward IRV, please contact irv@fairvote.org or call our IRV America program at (301) 270-4616. 
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