L LEAGUE oF WOMEN VOTERS'

TO: The Honorable Louis Luchini

The Honorable John Schneck, Co-Chairs

Members of the Joint Standing Committee on Veterans and Legal Affairs
DATE: March 4, 2019

RE: LD 667— Resolution, Proposing an Amendment to the Constitution of Maine to
Require That the Governor Be Elected by a Majority Vote

Senator Luchini, Representative Schneck, and members of the Joint Standing Committee on
Veterans and Legal Affairs:

Thank you for the opportunity to testify on LD 667 — Resolution, Proposing an Amendment to
the Constitution of Maine to Require That the Governor Be Elected by a Majority Vote.

My name is John Brautigam. | am here today as Legal Counsel and Senior Policy Advisor for the
League of Women Voters of Maine.

This bill proposes to amend the Maine constitution to institute a runoff election whenever no
candidate for governor in the general election wins more than 50% of the popular vote.

The League of Women Voters of Maine strongly agrees with the goal of ensuring that the
winner of the gubernatorial election has more than 50 percent of the vote. For that we thank
the sponsor. But we disagree with the means chosen in this bill — a runoff election two weeks
after the general election. We therefore testify neither for nor against this bill.

First, what we agree about: States have the option of conducting elections in a way that
ensures that the winner has support of at least 50% of the voters. This is helpful for our
democracy, as it promotes a culture of constructive, civil campaigning and it ensures a stronger
mandate for the winning candidate. It ensures that all voters have a say in the final choice. The
majority standard may be part of the solution to the fractured politics that seems to prevail
these days. So we support the sponsor’s objective of changing the threshold from the current
“plurality” standard to the standard of “more than 50 percent.”
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This is hardly a new idea. Many election systems are designed to ensure a winner with more
than 50 percent of the vote. Some of those are runoff systems such as that in LD 816.
Increasingly, those systems use an instant runoff method. In Maine, the instant runoff method
is referred to as ranked choice voting.

Rather than a runoff two weeks after election day, we think a the constitutional amendment
should allow for an instant runoff on Election Day, for a variety of reasons.

Both a conventional runoff and an instant runoff system will give us a winner with more than 50
percent of the vote, but the instant runoff system has numerous advantages.

First, the instant runoff system will mean greater voter participation in the choice of governor.
History shows, that with conventional runoffs, voter participation in the runoff election falls off
substantially — by as much as 40 percent. Anything that results in lower participation in the
choice of our governor would be a step backwards and something we cannot endorse.

Second, the instant runoff system works for overseas military voters and those who vote
absentee. The two-week runoff in this bill could disenfranchise those voters, as the time frame
is too short to accommodate overseas voters and would be difficult if not impossible to
administer for absentee voters.

Third, the instant runoff system costs a lot less. Our ranked choice voting system in 2018
generated costs of a few hundred thousand dollars. An entirely separate election two weeks
after the general election would cost at least twice as much, and for no real benefit that we can
see.

Fourth, the instant runoff system is far less burdensome on our towns. We don’t think it is a
great idea to ask our town clerks and volunteers to gear up for an entirely separate, additional
election just two weeks after the regular November general election.

Fifth, the conventional runoff system would create a whole new mini-campaign for the top two
candidates. They would have to launch a new round of fundraising and expenditures — all of
which could be avoided. The campaign season — already too long — would go into overtime. Has
anyone ever said that the problem with our campaigns is that they don’t last long enough?

Sixth, an instant runoff system would produce a winner more quickly, allowing that person to
begin the transition into his or her elected office office sooner.
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We support the intention of LD 667 of ensuring that the winning candidate of the gubernatorial
race has more than 50 percent of the vote. That would have a beneficial effect on the ability of
that person to lead and on the confidence of the public.

But a conventional runoff is too costly, too burdensome, and likely to reduce voter
participation. We therefore urge the sponsors of this bill to join with us in supporting the exact
same concept of majority winner, except with an approach that would allow for an instant
runoff instead of mandating a stand-alone two-week runoff.

Thank you.
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