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November 12, 2007
The Honorable Dan Larson
75 Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd. 
Capitol Building, Room 303
St. Paul, MN 55155-1606
BY E-MAIL TO sen.dan.larson@senate.mn

RE:  
Instant Runoff Voting 
Dear Senator Larson:


The Executive Director of FairVote Minnesota, Jeanne Massey, requested that I assist your committee in the implementation of instant run-off voting (IRV) in Minnesota because of my experience with single transferable vote (STV) elections here in Massachusetts.  As you can see from the updated biography I am transmitting along with this letter, I have a long and varied history with this electoral system and am happy to share my experience.


As suggested by Ms. Massey, I am addressing the following five topics:
1) When Cambridge adopted STV and why voters like proportional representation (PR) and won't give it up. How home rule law authorizes Cambridge's use of STV.

2) An understanding of IRV as the single-seat subcomponent of STV and the long-standing historical use of STV in Cambridge and elsewhere in the world.

3) Any current efforts in the legislature around STV.

4) Feasibility of administering the elections, the use of machines to do the count and the can-do perspective of election administrators there.

5) Voter education tools used.

The adoption and staying power of PR/STV in Cambridge

Cambridge adopted PR in approximately 1940 and conducted its first PR election in 1941.  The adoption was apparently in reaction to a scandal with the existing municipal government, because the same reform proposal had been put to the voters in a preceding election cycle and voted down.  The scandal resulting in jail time for the mayor, the need for reform was dramatized and this time reform prevailed.


The reform was known as “Plan E,” after the name the legislature had given to the fifth of six form city charters provided for in the General Laws.  Plan E featured a city manager form of government with its elective bodies (city council and school committee) elected by proportional representation.  One of our local political observers believes that the true selling point of Plan E in 1940 was the manager form of government, not PR, but both aspects have managed to hang on for more than 60 years.


It was not as if opponents of the reform didn’t try to get rid of PR.  It was challenged in the courts, and upheld, in Moore v. City of Cambridge, 309 Mass. 303 (1941). It was also put before the voters of Cambridge on five separate occasions and retained.  The last challenge, I believe, was in the early or mid-60s.  There have been occasional murmurings for the need for a strong mayor form of government since then, but the electorate has never gone so far as to create a charter commission to follow through on such a change.  There are also proposals to tinker with the way the current mayor is elected.  The mayor is elected from among the councilors and he or she chairs the council and the school committee.  He or she also serves as the ceremonial head of the city, but has little power. These proposals are usually resisted as back-door attempts to create a strong(er) mayor and have never amounted to much.


Plan E with proportional representation was adopted by several other Massachusetts cities in the years after it was authorized, but all except Cambridge had abandoned at least the PR provisions by 1972.  Opponents were still not satisfied, and eventually got the legislature to end proportional representation in city government in 1972.  By that time, however, Massachusetts had adopted a constitutional amendment providing for strong home rule, and in the case of Belin v. Secretary of the Commonwealth, 362 Mass. 530 (1972), the state supreme court determined that the legislature couldn’t apply a purportedly “general” law that in fact applied to only one city, so the new law could not be applied to Cambridge.  

Even though there is no longer a legislatively-created “plan” that cities can adopt that will use proportional representation, I believe there is nothing that prevents a city or town from adopting a charter that uses proportional representation, or instant run-off voting, if it so chooses.  I in fact argued for that position in a 2002 letter to the Attorney General’s office on behalf of an electoral reform group that was advocating using IRV in choosing a mayor.  (I believe the IRV provision was eventually abandoned.)

Not having been around in the 40s and 50s when the fights over repeal of PR were being waged, I do not have much knowledge or even much hearsay to explain why the system prevailed in those contests.  At present, there is not much agitation to change things, except occasional disputes over how to elect the mayor.  I attribute this inaction over the fact that the manager form of government is perceived to work well for Cambridge.  (I attribute the dissatisfaction over electing the mayor to the fact that it does not work well.) There is a faction who thinks PR makes Cambridge uniquely Cambridge, and another faction who thinks that this is exactly the problem.  Probably the majority of voters at this point are accustomed to PR and do not think much about it.  I believe PR’s ability to bring into the government all active political factions has prevented many of the voting rights battles that other cities have faced.  No one thinks PR is unfair. 

IRV as a limiting case of PR, and both as examples of STV. 
Both proportional representation and instant run-off voting use a single transferable ballot to determine the winners in their respective systems.  A single transferable ballot is also called a “ranked ballot,” or a “preferential ballot,” because the voter is instructed to rank his or her choices in order of preference, 1 being the highest preference, 2 being the next highest, and so on.  The ballot, if it cannot be used to elect the voter’s highest preference, is then transferred to the next highest.  If all vacancies are not filled in the round using the second choice, the ballot is transferred to the third choice, and so on, until either all vacancies are filled, or the particular ballot has no further preferences.  It is “single” because the voter is actually casting a vote for only 1 person, unlike other voting systems (cumulative voting, multi-member bodies voting at large, Borda voting) that give a voter more than one vote for an office.
The basic difference between PR and IRV is that PR is used to fill many vacancies on a body, e. g., a nine-member city council, whereas IRV is used to elect to a single position, e. g., a mayor or state representative.  Proportional representation gets its name from the idea that the elective body should be comprised of candidates who represent the electorate in the same proportion as the votes they received, e. g., 5 Democrats, 3 Republicans, 1 Green.  At large elections will rarely produce that result.  Instant run-off voting gets its name from the idea that voters get a chance to participate in as many run-off elections as it takes to arrive at a majority candidate without going to the polls repeatedly.  A ranked, transferable ballot, that is, a Single Transferable Vote, implements both systems.
Cambridge itself uses IRV to fill mid-term vacancies on an elective body.  The election is in effect “run off” between all the unelected candidates from the preceding election, using the ballots that elected the person whose seat is being vacated.  It used this procedure this past September when one of the sitting councilors, Michael Sullivan, was elected clerk of courts and vacated his seat on the council.  All the ballots for Sullivan, which are identified as such in our electronic database of ballots, were transferred to lower preferences to see how Sullivan’s constituency would have voted if he had not been on the ballot.   (Identification of the ballot is solely by an internal sequence number, not by any personally identifying feature.)   The same computer program that was created to tally the original election for the nine-member council was simply instructed to fill only one seat, and to do so from the Sullivan ballots.  The whole process took less than an hour and a half, and most of it was consumed by explaining to the public what was going to happen.  The filling of the council vacancy was in marked contrast to two state senatorial vacancies that occurred in Cambridge during the past year, each of which took about 3 months to fill. 
For a jurisdiction adopting IRV, knowing that even more complicated vote-transferring programs have been successfully implemented, and for many years, such as those used in Cambridge, Ireland and Australia, should assure voters,  candidates, and election officials that they are not going into uncharted territory.  
Current legislative efforts around STV
I am not aware of any current efforts in the Massachusetts legislature around adopting or encouraging STV.  Nor would I expect to see any, because most of the action on this reform would probably come from charter proposals from the cities and towns.  
There may be some interest in considering IRV for party primaries, but I am not aware of any efforts on that score, either.
The national parties should probably be considering IRV in light of the large number of candidates each is currently fielding for president.  Were it not for the fact that there are so many other electoral issues involving state presidential primaries and caucuses, the fact that a candidate with a plurality as small as 13% (in a field of eight) could emerge as “the winner” in a state primary would be a cause for concern.

Feasibility of administering IRV elections.


It may be an oversimplification to say that if PR elections are do-able, then IRV elections are easy in comparison.  It is true that PR has many features that make IRV seem like a day at the beach, but numerous factors go into the implementation of any successful election administration.  The number of voters, the number of polling places, the dispersion of the polling places, the number of machines used, if any, and their physical limitations, the number of trainable workers, the time and resources and dissemination of voter education, the transparency of the tallying process, the political culture, and numerous other specifics will determine whether the implementation is considered a success.  What works in Cambridge, with ballot data that can fit onto low-capacity memory cards used in state-approved optical scanners, may not translate well to Vermont, where tallying in small towns is done by hand, nor in New Mexico, where the central counting location may be hundreds of miles from polling places.
There is no question that computers can, and should, be used to do the tallying, which is now probably the only culturally acceptable way of conducting an STV election.  (Results of Cambridge PR elections before 1997 usually came by late Saturday after election day, whereas we now have results by 11 PM election night.)  But because all data must be fed into a single database before making any transfers, STV elections are more vulnerable to delays than plurality elections, which can simply tack on late-arriving precinct data.  Once all the data is in, tallying, at least at the volume with which Cambridge works, is virtually instantaneous and winners can be publicly announced.  The question for administrators is, how do you create that data quickly and reliably before you are ready to push the “compute” button?

Voter education

When Cambridge computerized its STV elections ten years ago, a lot of effort went into voter education.  I played a small part in it, but the election commissioners and the election department staff did most of the work, with the help of other city departments, civic groups and later, candidates.  Exactly what materials will be needed is a function of the system that will be created, and the system that will be created will be a function of the political and civic culture of the voting jurisdiction.  In Cambridge, for example, we did not have to teach people to rank candidates with numbers on ballots, since they had been doing that for 45 years.  We did have to tell them how to indicate choices on optically-scanned paper ballots, which was to fill in an oval marked with the number representing their preference alongside the candidate’s name.  Given the widespread use of this marking technique for not only answer sheets on standardized tests but also the state lottery, this seemed simple enough; but at the end of the election, we found that some voters had managed to circle the oval rather than blacken it.  The optical scanner saw no mark in its “target” and thus recorded the preference as a blank.  If the whole ballot was marked that way, the vote was lost.

While specific advice has to be jurisdiction-specific, here are a few suggestions Minnesota might want to consider:


1.  If possible, choose the optimal time in the election cycle to introduce the change.  In Cambridge, we started with a state primary (plurality election, with normally a low turnout) in an even-numbered year, then did the state general election (also plurality) two months later, and then implemented computerized STV in the following odd-numbered year.  .


2.  Designate an additional election worker per precinct to serve as an instructor, since from our experience, the regular complement of election workers is often too busy to satisfy unaware, impatient, confused, or irritable voters.

3.  There are some ways of phrasing instructions to voters at the polls that work better than others.  For example, the “instructor” might say to an entering voter, “Do you want to see how the machine reads your ballot?” and then demonstrate filling in an oval on a sample ballot, rather than asking, “Do you need help in how to mark your ballot?”  Similarly, HAVA requirements may result in machines automatically rejecting overvoted or undervoted ballots.  Poll workers should say, “The machine couldn’t read your ballot.  Would you like to look it over or get another ballot instead?”  They should be told not to say, “You made a mistake.”  They should also be told not to look at the ballot markings unless the voter makes it impossible not to.  Some voters will be oblivious to privacy concerns and will show their ballot to the election officer, while invariably somebody else in the precinct at the same time will observe the interchange and be appalled that an official could see how a person voted.

4.  All sorts of media should be used in getting the message out:  sample ballots, correctly marked, and explaining that preference is now required, should be put in newspaper inserts, in libraries, on posters, etc.  Our municipal access cable channel has run a short PSA skit (with me playing Sherlock Holmes) as another.  I am sure local people, media artists, and internet wizards, can come up with many ways of presenting the transition.
I wish you luck with your implementation and I hope this letter has been helpful.   

.  







Very truly yours,








George I. Goverman

Enc.
Biography

Pc.
Jeanne Massey (by e-mail)
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