April 16, 2004

Ferndale City Council Members,
As many of you may know, Ferndale for Instant Runoff Voting (F-IRV) is a ballot question committee formed in 2003. We are working to encourage an amendment to Ferndale’s charter to stipulate the usage of Instant Runoff Voting (IRV) for the election of the Mayor. This letter will help inform you of the latest updates in our campaign and our future plans, including a formal request that we will make shortly to the Council, asking you to consider placing a charter amendment proposal on the ballot in November 2004 regarding Instant Runoff Voting.

Since the Council passed a resolution in July 2003 recommending 5-0 that Michigan’s new voting machines accommodate IRV, we assume that there is broad understanding of how the process works. However, before describing the details of how we plan to proceed, we will first explain once again the process and benefits of IRV and offer some details of the national and local progress on the issue.

Instant Runoff Voting: Process and Benefits


Instant Runoff Voting is a simple to use, full-choice voting system whereby, when three or more candidates run for a single seat, voters are allowed to rank the candidates 1-2-3, etc. rather than simply choose their one favorite candidate. If no candidate wins a majority of votes on the first count, the last place candidate is eliminated, and then all ballots are counted again with each counting for the highest ranked candidate still in contention. This process continues until one candidate has a majority of the votes and is declared the winner.

Such a system has many positive benefits.

· It ensures in one election that the winner has majority support, eliminating the problem of plurality winners who are elected despite a majority of voters having supported other candidates. This happens much more commonly than many realize in elections on all levels.  

· It eliminates the “spoiler” problem, where a candidate who does not have enough support to win themselves nonetheless gets enough votes to throw the election to some other candidate, who then wins without a majority of the votes.

· It encourages more and better candidates to run for office, by improving the tone of campaigns and removing the concern that one candidate’s candidacy will hurt the campaign of a likeminded adversary and help a more disagreeable candidate to win. 

· IRV ensures that voters can support the candidate they truly like the best, without concern about helping the candidate they like least. In other words, it allows voters to vote their hopes rather than their fears.

· Since voters can support a candidate who is unlikely to win, while still offering a preference on the other candidates, IRV eliminates “wasted votes”, and offers a truer representation of the will of the electorate.

· Since candidates must court not only first-choice votes, but also second and third-choice votes, IRV promotes positive, broad, issue-based campaigns and reduces negative attack campaigning.

· As a result of all of these benefits, IRV may help increase voter turnout, a serious issue in Ferndale which had, for example, less than 20% voter turnout in November 2003’s election.

In short, IRV allows candidates to run freely, allows voters to vote freely, promotes positive campaigns, makes every vote count, and ensures majority winners. Hence, IRV is a much more democratic system than our current plurality election system.

We have enclosed pamphlets that should also help give more information about the process and benefits of Instant Runoff Voting. If you still are unclear on the process, there is good information at the website of the Center for Voting and Democracy at http://www.fairvote.org/irv and on our own website at http://www.firv.org/whatisirv.html. We will also, of course, be happy to answer any questions that you may have about it.

National Support and Progress for Instant Runoff Voting

Because of all of its positive benefits, Instant Runoff Voting has gained recognition throughout the country. It has been endorsed by national figures such as Senator John McCain, former Governor Howard Dean, and Congressman Dennis Kucinich. It has also been endorsed by many publications all across America, including USA Today. Members of many political parties, including the Democratic, Republican, Green, and Libertarian parties have endorsed it. Even Robert’s Rules of Order declares IRV a more representative method than plurality elections.

More importantly, strides have been made recently in the actual implementation of Instant Runoff Voting in the U.S. In 2002, voters in San Francisco passed a proposal instituting IRV for electing candidates for all of the most important city offices. Just weeks ago, the state of California tested and fully certified voting machines for use in the city’s IRV election this November. This progress in San Francisco answers many questions about the feasibility of equipment to handle IRV. In addition, this March, Berkeley, California voters passed by a 72-28% margin a measure that will enable the implementation of IRV in that city contingent upon an analysis of cost by the city’s officials. 

Local Support and Progress for Instant Runoff Voting

We hope that Ferndale will become the next in what we expect to become a long line of cities considering this more fair and effective voting system. Since F-IRV began its advocacy of this measure, a growing list of local residents have shown support by endorsing our drive. This list includes several notable individuals, including Mayor Porter and Councilman Covey. Our drive has also attracted interest from WDET, Metro Times, Detroit Free Press, The Oakland Press, The Mirror and other media outlets. We have enclosed some examples of those articles.

We believe that there is strong support for this election reform measure, and that Ferndale can serve as a great example to the metro Detroit area and the state by considering this improvement in our election system. Indeed, residents of several cities throughout Michigan, inspired by activity in Ferndale, have begun the process of exploring the use of IRV in their towns.

Ferndale for Instant Runoff Voting’s Request to Council

Within the next several weeks, Ferndale for Instant Runoff Voting plans to formally request that the City Council consider placing on the November 2004 ballot a proposal to amend the charter in order to adopt Instant Runoff Voting as the method of electing Ferndale’s mayor when three or more candidates run for that office. At that time we will provide Council with the following:

· A formal letter requesting Council to consider placing the charter amendment proposal on the ballot in November 2004.

· A copy of suggested amendment language, drafted in conjunction with several national experts on Instant Runoff Voting, including members of the campaign that successfully amended San Francisco’s charter to include IRV. This language includes definitions, procedural guidelines for the IRV process, and a number of provisions detailing all aspects of the process.

· A document offering explanation of several provisions in the suggested language, along with a description of other issues the City Attorney, City Manager, and Council may wish to consider regarding details of IRV elections.

We understand and fully respect that, if Council approves, any final charter amendment proposal will be drafted by the City Attorney with direction from the Council. Having had access to many experts with experience in these matters throughout the U.S., we will provide the City Attorney and Council with the previously mentioned documents so that they may have a clear idea of what such an amendment might look like and all details that have been involved in previous similar amendments.

F-IRV will be happy to offer the City Clerk, City Attorney, City Manager and Council any other materials that it can to help inform their decision in this matter. We welcome any requests for such material and will be available to assist in any way possible.

Past IRV campaigns in San Francisco, Berkeley, and other locations have offered crucial lessons on many technical issues involved in the wording of the charter amendment, as well as the formulation of the ballot question itself. F-IRV hopes to be actively involved as much as possible so that we may offer our suggestions, and the advice of national experts to whom we have access, to the City Clerk, City Attorney, City Manager and Council at each step of the process. 

Some Final Notes

Before concluding, we would like to offer some comments on two issues that will no doubt be of importance in the Council’s decision: Feasibility and Cost.

Feasibility:

With California’s final certification of equipment for use in San Francisco’s November 2004 IRV election, there is no longer any doubt about the availability of compatible voting machines that can accommodate Instant Runoff Voting. San Francisco will be using an updated version of the Eagle Optech machine manufactured by the vendor ES&S. One of the prime concerns to the Council, as well as the City Clerk and City Manager will be whether Ferndale is able to obtain machines with this capability in time for the 2005 election.

F-IRV is fully sensitive to the difficulty of ensuring the availability of these machines. From our end, we have been and plan to continue to be in contact with election officials and the voting machine vendors, in order to help supply as much information as possible to all parties involved. To date, officials and vendors have assured us unofficially that the voting machines that will be available in the coming months will indeed be compatible with IRV. However, we are still seeking written confirmation of this. We hope to work with Council, the City Clerk, City Manger and City Attorney on obtaining precise information as to when such capability will definitely become feasible.

There are several ways to handle the issue of feasibility. If information is received shortly confirming that IRV-compatible machines will be available in time, then the charter amendment can mandate IRV for use in 2005’s mayoral election. If such information is not available in time, Council could propose that the measure go into effect if the machines do become available, while offering a contingency plan if they are not. Then, either way, IRV could be in use for 2007. The notes that we will provide to Council with our formal request will discuss this subject in more detail. However, we do wish Council to know that we are sensitive to the issue and plan to work with them to resolve it.

Cost:

In tight fiscal times, cost is always a factor in any decision. In addition to seeking confirmation of the availability of IRV-compatible machines, F-IRV also continues to seek information on the cost of its implementation. To the best of our knowledge, given a machine compatible with IRV, the upgrade requires only a software addition in order to allow IRV elections. This leads us to believe that, if requested up front, the cost of implementing IRV vs. plurality election should be minimal. However, we recognize the importance of this issue, and plan to work with officials to ascertain the estimated costs of IRV by providing as much information as possible and continuing to contact machine vendors and election officials in search of more information on this topic. We expect that the added interest of the City Clerk, City Attorney, City Manager and Council will help lend weight to our requests for these estimates.

The Next Steps

At this point, we hope to open up a dialogue on this subject with Ferndale’s relevant elected officials. Please let us know of any further information that will assist you in your consideration of this issue beyond those materials that we have offered to provide along with our formal request. We wish to help Council in any way, whether through providing further documentation, offering contacts in our network of national experts, or scheduling a time for F-IRV to meet in person with the Council.

We are under the assumption that in order to place the proposed charter amendment on the ballot in November, it will be sufficient to provide Council with a formal request within the next several weeks. If there is a strict deadline or this request is needed more immediately, or if there is a specific time and place where we should submit this request, please inform us and we will work to meet that deadline.

Thank you so much for taking the time to work with us and become informed on this important issue. You can reach us at the mailing address on this letter, by phone at 248-336-9241 or by email at contact@firv.org. This information, and much more, is always available through our website at http://www.firv.org. 

Sincerely,

Tom Ness & Kathryn Bruner

Ferndale for Instant Runoff Voting

