


August 5, 2010

Long Beach Council Members

Dear Council Members and other public servants,

For perspective, in your recent elections in March, the spoiled ballot rate - overvotes - were as 
follows:

Mayor’s Race (two candidates) = 0.07%
City Attorney (two candidates) = 0.06%
City Auditor (one candidates) = 0.02% 
City Prosecutor (two candidates) = 0.07%
Council Member District 1 (two candidates)  = 0.24%
Council Member District 3 (three candidates) = 0.03%
Council Member District 5 (two candidates) = 0.0%
Council Member District 7 (three candidates, two write-ins) = 0.35%
Council Member District 9 (three candidates, one write-in) = 0.21%

It is quite interesting a significantly higher overvote is seen in D1, D7 and D9.  Here’s a 
comparison of demographic information for two zips codes in D3 and D7 (2000 U.S. Census)

D3 ZIP 90814 D7 ZIP 90810

Spoiled Ballot Rate 0.03% 0.35%

Whites 67.4% 23.8%

Black or African American 8.9% 16.4%

Asian 7.2% 23.2%

Hispanic or Latino 20.5% 45.6%

HS or Higher 89.6% 59.9%

Bachelor’s or higher 41.1% 11.1%

Bachelor Degree 24.6% 9.2%

Graduate Degree 16.5% 1.9%

English only at home 71.8% 38.1%

Language other than 
English

28.2% 61.9%

There has not been much discussion on how the experimental Instant Runoff Voting (IRV) system 
impacts minorities and other under represented communities in the Long Beach area.  Studies 
have shown there is a big difference in understanding IRV in various voting classes.

You can see that traditional voting methods have problems with spoiled ballots, and through the 
% is higher in disadvantaged neighborhoods, the % error is not likely to throw an election, 
whereas with IRV, studies have shown significantly higher error rates in the 7% range.

FROM THE DESK OF

TERRY REILLY 
 



I have no doubt that everyone that comes to your commission and council meetings have a 
understanding of how IRV works and believes it’s easy as “selecting ice cream”.  However, we 
are not talking about selecting ice cream here, you are selecting your leaders and everyone 
should be on equal ground.

Studies from San Francisco, Vermont, Minneapolis and Cary, NC all show voters who are more 
affluent, white, make more money, are better educated are more apt to understand IRV and know 
it will be used in the election.  If you do not fall into these categories, you are more likely to arrive 
at the voting booth not knowing the system will be used, and confused how it will work.  Long 
Beach’s ethic make-up reported in 2004 shows 33.1% White, 35.8% Hispanic, 14% Black, 11.9% 
Asian, and 4.7% other.  There is a majority of the population at risk of disenfranchisement if IRV 
were to be adopted.

In San Francisco, 41.9% of African American KNEW they would be ranking candidates in the 
election.  59.1% did not know about ranking candidates.  This was after SF spent $1.70 per voter 
in education and outreach (>$770,000).  23% of Spanish speakers did not understand IRV vs. 
12.4% of English speakers.  23.24% of African American did not understand RCV vs. 11.65% 
Whites.  More raw data from the San Francisco Voter Opinion Survey is attached.

A study by a researcher at MIT shows the many ways people make mistakes in marking their IRV 
ballots in San Francisco.  It is somewhat complex, but the legend show three columns.  A “V” 
signifies a Vote, and “O” signifies more than two votes in a columns (an overvote) and an “U” 
signifies a skipped column (an undervote).  What is telling here is the Affluent District 2, where the 
per capita income is over $75,000, had an incorrect ballot rate of 1.35% vs. The neighborhood 
with a large Asian and Hispanic population and per capita income of $19,176 had an incorrect 
ballot rate of twice that, at 2.69%.  This tracks pretty well with the two Long Beach zip code 
examples.

Even more disturbing, the most serious error, one that will throw your ballot out, marking two or 
more candidates in the first columns, the under privileged neighborhood had a error rate nearly 
4x that of the affluent neighborhood.

It is typical of the Authors of these studies to dismiss these significantly higher error numbers, as 
they are supporters of IRV, or members of FairVote.  

In a recent study performed on the Minneapolis’ first RCV election, the author (a former FairVote 
Board member) reports a spoiled ballot rate of 7.49%.  But in the previous traditional election, 
the spoiled ballot rate was 1.06%.  He goes on to state “explaining why the percentage of spoiled 
ballots increased is not clear”.  Later, he states “such a high error rate is significant enough that 
should it persist is could affect the outcome of elections in the future.  While voter errors or 
mistakes are attributed to the voter and therefore do not necessarily rose to the level of legal of 
constitutional issues, these mistakes potentially are problems.”  In the end, as a typical IRV 
supporter, he dismisses the higher error rate as not a problem.

Voter confusion does not stop even after several election cycles.  The 2008 San Francisco Grand 
Jury Report finds POLLWORKERS and voters did not understand how to vote for candidates 
using the RCV method.  This is after SF sent over $1 million on education ($1.70 first year, $0.65 
second year).

A report by the Vermont Legislative Research Shop also exhibits similar results.

This also tracks with the official results from the Minneapolis election web site.  Ward 7 is an 
affluent downtown neighborhood, with a median household income of >$100,000.  The City of 
Minneapolis reported a spoiled ballot rate of 4.2%, while Ward 5 with a median income of <
$24,000, and 2/3 of its population is non-white had a spoiled ballot rate of 7%.  The average 
spoiled ballot rate in the city is shown by the red line on the graph.  Wards 2 and 6 are said to be 
more diverse neighborhoods and show a higher spoiled ballot rate.

Moving to Aspen, The Aspen Times confirms voters found the runoff ballots confusing.  There 
were 168 spoiled ballots in that election; 2 is typical, said City Clerk Kathryn Koch.  Aspen 
residents have since voted their displeasure with IRV.  
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There has been some discussion on error rate, and the proponents are careful to define it as 
ballots that have mis-marked the first column.  This is not a true indicator of problems voters have 
with IRV ballots as studies reveal and shown by the MIT analysis.  Proponents have consistently 
said there are no problems with voters mis-marking ballots.  The official web sites, studies from 
Universities and statements from City Clerks say something different.  Long Beach has a 0.07% 
error rate.  You should trust the officials rather than the salespeople.

Let’s look as what constitutes an error.  The attachment shows six ranked ballots.  Counting 
machines would show only one error, the overvote in the first rank.  But clearly, voters have 
problems in 50% of these ballots.  One had a duplicate vote, another had a overvote in column 
two and one didn’t vote at all (possibly due to confusion?).  Yet, these are not deemed “errors”.  
Nevertheless, the system threw out the vote, and the votes marked in red would never be 
counted, and the voter’s intent beyond the first rank would not be recorded.  I would submit 50% 
of these ballots have errors by the voters who did not understand how to vote with IRV, but IRV 
apologists would say there was only one error.

As you can see, IRV is a very complex voting scheme, more suited to academia and electing the 
Class President at colleges.  The more you study it, the more information you unearth.  

IRV is not new.  It had been used in many cities in the United States in the 1920’s only to quickly 
loose favor.  Now, with a resurgence due to problems with highly partisan elections, with Perot 
and Nader, it is being promoted in non-partisan municipal races as a way to “save money” among 
other things.  Though several cities took the bait, as more and more elections happen, cities are 
having buyers remorse.  They find they do not obtain a majority, and the citizens do not like it.  It 
has not lived up to the promises.  However, elections usually come in 4 year cycles.  It takes time 
for problems to surface, and citizens to get fed up. 

Though three cities in California will try it for the first time this November, you should know that 
when Oakland passed its Charter Amendment O in 2004, there was no real-life experience with 
IRV.  No one even submitted a “Con” argument to the ballot statement.  Fast forward to 2010, 
cities have since dropped IRV and repealed IRV due to problems, and researchers have had a 
chance to see how it performs.  Portland can benefit from this information, and see that IRV is 
better suited for club elections, rather than constitutional elections.  Charter changes are quite 
permanent, and serious consideration should be made before adopting a boutique style of voting.

I must say I was for IRV before I was against it.  As the former Chair of our City’s Campaign 
Finance Review and Ethics Board (also known as the Elections Commission)  the topic came up 
and I needed to take a close look at IRV.  The 30 second elevator pitch for IRV sounded very 
appealing.  However, the more I studied IRV, the more problems I found.  Like those late night 
informercial purchases, you find sometimes the claims just seem too good to be true.

 
Sincerely yours,

Terry Reilly
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SF spent over $770,000 dollars on RCV education in 2004, and greatly reduced it 
afterwards.  This impacted the disenfranchisement of voters significantly, particularly 
less educated, lower income groups, and many english as a second language voters.

In addition, African Americans were considerably less likely to know than any other 
racial or ethnic group to be educated about RCV and use that opportunity.

From the Public Research Institute's Report on An Assessment of Ranked Choice 
Voting in the San Francisco 2005 Election:

Understanding of RCV varied.  Only 51.6% understood it perfectly well.  Combined with 
35.6% who self reported understanding it “fairly well”, that leaves an unconscionable  
12.9% not understanding this new voting scheme.  This should not something to be 
proud of.



What does $770,00 buy you in San Francisco?
PRI - SF State University Assessment of RCV in the SF 2004 Election





If you make more money and are white, you are 50% less likely to make a mistake on 
your IRV ballot.  Average Incorrect Ballot for IRV in SF 1.88%.  Typical incorrect ballot 
for conventional elections is <0.1%.  Data From “Ballot-Marking Errors in the first San 
Francisco Instant Runoff Election authored by Greg Dennis, MIT.  Data from SF Dept. of 
Elections.

2 or more votes in 3rd

2 or more votes in 2nd
1 vote in 1st & 3rd

1 vote in 1st & 2 votes in 3rd

2 or more votes in 1st
1 vote in 2nd & 1 vote in 3rd

1 vote in 2nd & 2 votes in 3rd
1 vote in 2nd

2 or more votes in 2nd
1 vote in 3rd

2 or more votes in 3rd
1 vote in 1st & 2 votes in 3rd

1 vote in 1st

1 vote in 1st and 1 vote in 

A single vote for in all three
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City of Minneapolis Municipal Precinct Registration Detail
General November 8, 2005

Ward Precinct

Pre-Registered 
Voters

Voters 
Registering at 

Polls
Total 

Ballots Cast

Percent 
Voter 

Turnout
Total 

Absentees
Number of in person 

voters

Total 
Spoiled 
Ballots

13 4
2,662

44 1,231 45% 48 1,183 4

13 5
3,203

44 1,424 44% 52 1,372 7

13 6
2,584

43 1,333 51% 46 1,287 8

13 7
1,092

35 515 46% 9 506 5

13 8
1,980

28 743 37% 33 710 9

13 9
2,567

39 953 37% 46 907 7

13 10
2,123

39 903 42% 28 875 7

22,708 410 9,574 41% 353 9,221 59

229,593 5,579 70,987 30% 2,506 68,481 755

Ward 13 Subtotals

Minneapolis totals

11/9/2005 9 of 9
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Another way to examine spoiled ballots and voter error is spatially.   Table II provides a spatial 
breakdown and spoiled ballots and voter error by ward. 
 
 
 

Table II 
Spatial Distribution of Spoiled Ballots and Voter Error by Ward 
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Table II adds together spoiled ballots and voter error by ward and then divides by the total 
number of each for all of the wards.  The table provides a spatial distribution of where spoiled 
ballots and voter errors were located.  The table does not control for voter turnout (turnout 
percentages were not equal across wards).  Assuming equal turnout across wards the total 
percentage of spoiled ballots and voter error should be 7.7%  per ward.  Clearly some wards 
deviated from this, with wards 7 and 13 having the highest percentages.   
 
Table III compares the total percentage of spoiled ballots and voter errors by ward to total ballots 
cast by ward.  Some wards, such as 5 and 7, had much higher percentages of spoiled ballots and 
voter errors than they should have had, given their respective shares of total ballots cast.  The 
reasons for this are unclear. 
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City of Minneapolis

Elections Home

2009 Minneapolis Municipal Election Results: Council Member Ward 7
Ranked-choice Voting Tabulation Center Summary Statement
Total votes cast
for the office:

4392 Note: Total votes counted in the first round.
Does not include undervotes or partially defective, totally defective,
or spoiled ballots.

Number to be
elected:

1  

Threshold: 2197 Note: Half of total votes cast for office + 1, disregarding fractions.
Undervotes: 140 Note: Voter did not rank any candidates for the office.
Partially defective
ballots:

0 Note: Unable to determine voter's intent with respect to the office
being counted.

Totally defective
ballots:

0 Note: Unable to determine voter's intent for any office on the ballot.

Spoiled ballots: 184 Note: Ballot spoiled by voter at polls.
 
Candidate Round 1 Final Round Percentage

First preference
votes

May not sum to 100% due to rounding

Goodman 2997 68.24%
Katch 1042 23.72%
Wagner 321 7.31%
Write-in 32 0.73%
Exhausted -  
TOTAL 4392  

© 1997-2009 Official Web Site of the City of Minneapolis, Minnesota
Disclaimers and Notices | Privacy Statement
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Ward 7 - Downtown - Median Household Income >$100,000
Spoiled Ballot rate = 4.2%
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City of Minneapolis

Elections Home

2009 Minneapolis Municipal Election Results: Council Member Ward 5
Ranked-choice Voting Tabulation Center Summary Statement
Total votes cast
for the office:

2170 Note: Total votes counted in the first round.
Does not include undervotes or partially defective, totally defective, or
spoiled ballots.

Number to be
elected:

1  

Threshold: 1086 Note: Half of total votes cast for office + 1, disregarding fractions.
Undervotes: 30 Note: Voter did not rank any candidates for the office.
Partially defective
ballots:

0 Note: Unable to determine voter's intent with respect to the office being
counted.

Totally defective
ballots:

0 Note: Unable to determine voter's intent for any office on the ballot.

Spoiled ballots: 151 Note: Ballot spoiled by voter at polls.
 
Candidate Round 1 Round 2 Round

2
Final Round Percentage

Defeated: Chism, McKnight,
Smithrud, Write-ins

First preference
votes

Vote Change
(+ Added, 
- Subtracted)

Grand
Total

May not sum to 100% due
to rounding

Chism 61 -61 0 0.00%
Johnson Lee 652 241 893 41.15%
McKnight 336 -336 0 0.00%
Samuels 1020 111 1131 52.12%
Smithrud 93 -93 0 0.00%
Write-in 8 -8 0 0.00%
Exhausted - 146 146 6.73%
TOTAL 2170  2170  

© 1997-2009 Official Web Site of the City of Minneapolis, Minnesota
Disclaimers and Notices | Privacy Statement

http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/index.asp
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Ward 5 - Median household income <$24,000.  
2/3 indentified as non-white.
Spoiled ballot rate = 7% 
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Aspen’s instant runoff voting quick but
confusing

JANET URQUHART
THE ASPEN TIMES

ASPEN, CO COLORADO,

ASPEN — Aspen chose a mayor and two City Council members Tuesday in an election that left plenty of voters confused
at the polls and equally mystified as the ballots were tallied in televised proceedings late into the evening.

The city’s first use of instant runoff voting, which eliminated the need for a June runoff election, got mixed reviews at
the polls. And the whirlwind runoffs after three hours of tallying votes left plenty of observers at a loss to explain
exactly how the results were tabulated.

The election also produced at least one challenge, though it wasn’t the runoff aspect that spurred the objection.

Before the polls closed Tuesday, local resident Jim Perry challenged 801 absentee ballots that were cast in the City
Clerk’s Office in advance of the election. He said the ballot box in the clerk’s office was not sealed and claimed those
who cast the ballots did not affirm themselves as qualified voters, as required by state law. Perry was a poll watcher,
appointed by mayoral candidate Marilyn Marks.

City Attorney John Worcester said Perry was misinterpreting the state statute, which allows a challenge to an
individual voter at the time a vote is cast. 

“It’s not the challenge he’s intending — to a class of votes he believes were derived illegally.

“He can go to court if he wants,” Worcester said.

Marks, who raised a number of concerns with instant runoff voting, and said the city’s test of the system on Monday
was inadequate, said early in the evening that she was unsure if she’d challenge the new system.

“Even if I win, I might still challenge it — it’s so messed up,” she said.

Voters apparently found the runoff ballots — which asked them to rank the four mayoral candidates and nine council
candidates in order of preference — confusing. There were 168 spoiled ballots Tuesday; two is typical, said City Clerk
Kathryn Koch.

Voters exiting Aspen’s Precinct 1 polling place Tuesday afternoon voiced decidedly mixed views on their first
experience with instant runoff voting, or IRV. Some called the method confusing and others objected to a process that
encouraged them to vote for candidates they didn’t actually want to win.

To ensure their ballot counted with each round of a runoff, voters were better off ranking all of the candidates rather
than just those they hoped would prevail. Some mistakenly believed they were required to rank all of the candidates.

Election judge Cindy Christensen reported plenty of miscues, including voters who forgot to cast a vote on the Aspen
Art Museum question, placed at the bottom of the one-page ballot, apparently because they got caught up in ranking
up to nine City Council candidates. Others gave both of their top picks for the council a No. 1 ranking, which
invalidated the ballot.

- Janet Urquhart/The Aspen Times 

mailto:janet@aspentimes.com
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“We’ve had quite a few spoiled ballots,” she said. Voters had up to three tries to fill out a ballot the scanning
machine would accept. No one had required all three attempts by late afternoon, though, getting it right on the
second try — usually after the first ballot was rejected because a voter ranked both of their top council choices as No.
1 picks instead of ranking one first and one second.

“I hate it. It’s very confusing,” said one voter emerging from Precinct 1 who declined to cast runoff votes. Instead, she
voted for one mayoral candidate and her two choices for the two open council seats.

Others did the same, squandering their say in the runoff, should their top picks fail to win a seat.

Mark Lee said he voted for just one mayoral candidate and two council candidates, though he prefers instant runoff
voting to returning to the polls in June for a runoff election.

“I know who I want and I don’t like any of the others,” he said, explaining why he didn’t rank candidates beyond the
minimum.

“I didn’t like it,” said another woman. “I just want to vote for who I think is it. I didn’t like voting this way.”

Lisa Yorker cast votes for two council candidates along with her top pick for mayor, plus a runner-up candidate in the
mayoral race, but said she’d rather select from runoff candidates in a separate election.

“I just like that process. I don’t know why,” she said.

But Linda Girvin said she preferred IRV to a separate runoff election in June.

“I think it’s a good idea,” she said. “I hate that runoff stuff.”

janet@aspentimes.com
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