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RE: LD 744: An Act to Permit Unenrolled Voters to Cast Ballots in Primary Elections

Good afternoon Senator Cyrway, Representative Luchini, and members of the Joint Standing
Committee on Veterans and Legal Affairs. My name is Regina Coppens. I am a resident of
Belgrade. I am here today as a volunteer member of the League of Women Voter’s Advocacy
Committee to testify Neither-for-nor-Against LD 744, An Act To Permit Unenrolled Voters to
Cast Ballots in Primary Elections.

LD 744 allows unenrolled voters to vote in primary elections without having to enroll in a
political party. Unenrolled voters represent 37% of Maine’s registered voters.'

This election system, also known as a semi-closed or an open primary, is used in many states and
allows non-aligned voters to choose any party’s ballot.

Under current law, Maine voters must be enrolled in a party to vote in that party's primary
election or caucus. Voters may register and enroll on Election Day. Voters who have already
registered but have not enrolled in a party may enroll in a party at the polls on Election Day. Any
voter already enrolled in a party who wishes to change party enrollment must do so at least 15
days before the vote. A voter may change party enrollment at any time after 3 months from the
date on which the voter last enrolled.

In other words, the barriers to primary participation for unenrolled voters in Maine are already
quite low.

Proponents suggest that an open primary system is better for independent voters since it allows
them to participate in the decisive primary election regardless of their political affiliation.

It is also suggested that open primaries may increase voter participation in the critical first round
of elections. Nationwide, voter turnout in 2014 primary election was at a record low of 14.8%,>
with Maine also reporting low voter turnout, between 12 and 24 percent in recent primary
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elections.
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However, voting by independents in states such as Arizona that allow unrolled voters to vote in
primaries is only about 10%.* So the assertion that open primaries increase voter participation in
the primaries is open to debate. We heartily endorse this aspiration, but we have found little
evidence to support the hope that open primaries will increase voter participation.”’

Proponents also hope that open primaries will elect more moderate candidates. Under this view,
closed primaries exacerbate radicalization as candidates cater to a party's more extreme base
rather than to the political center. Voters who participate in closed primaries are often dedicated
party regulars to whom candidates must appeal to win the primary.

However, political science research is mixed on this outcome. Some early studies seemed to
indicate a moderating effect.” But recent studies suggest that open primaries do little to elect
more moderate candidates. There is even some evidence to the contrary: that closed primaries
elect more moderate nominees.®

The downside of allowing unenrolled voters to vote in primary elections is that it means that a
party nominee may not be the party favorite, and it may weaken party affiliation and control

It also may create incentives against registering with a political party. The closed primary system
hopes to create incentives for people to join one of the major parties and become more involved
in the electoral process. With the open primary, some argue, more voters become independent
and are less likely to participate in the nominating or election processes.

Opponents also argue that closed elections preserve a political party's freedom of association as
well as preventing members of other parties from "crossing over" to influence the nomination of
an opposing party's candidate. In some cases, one party's voters may try to coordinate to vote for
a less-electable candidate in the opposing party's primary. If successful, "party crashing" voters
could improve their own party's chances by selecting a weaker opponent for the general election.
Despite this possibility, there is little evidence that this actually happens.’

We hope this information is useful to the committee in considering LD 744. Thank you for the
opportunity to comment.
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