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Why Does No One Vote in Local Elections?

Timing is everything — and moving them to align with national polls would drive up participation.

Oct. 22, 2018
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Sign up for the Opinion Today newsletter Get expert analysis of the
news and a guide to the big ideas shaping the world every weekday

morning. Get it sent to your inbox.

America is facing a crisis on which, for once, Democrats and Republicans can agree: low voter turnout in local elections. Nationwide, only
27 percent of eligible voters vote in the typical municipal election.

New York City is typical. In 2017, 25 percent of the city’s registered voters participated in the mayoral contest. In Los Angeles turnout has
been so low — 20 percent of registered voters in 2017 — that the City Council has used cash prizes to encourage voting. The numbers get
even worse as you go down the ladder to county, school board and special elections.

The result is that an extraordinarily unrepresentative set of residents determines how local governments distribute services and spend
the almost $2 trillion that local governments control. In some places, that means that politically active conservative, wealthy, older, white
voters have disproportionate sway over local government. In others that means that organized and energetic unions can move policy their
way. Seldom is that control shared across the spectrum — and democracy suffers as a result.

This isn’t a new problem, and its causes are fairly obvious: Many local elections are held on dates other than national elections. Sometimes
it’s a different day; sometimes it’s an off-year, in between midterms and presidential votes. It’s hard enough getting people to vote for
president and Congress; it’s even harder to get them out again to vote for county and city officials.

Fortunately, there’s an equally simple solution, and it comes at little cost: Move the dates of local elections to coincide with statewide and
national contests.

The logic is clear. When local elections are not held on the first Tuesday of November with other statewide and national contests, local
voters need to learn the date of their local election, find their local election polling place and make a specific trip to the polls just to vote on
local contests. That is a lot of extra work just to vote for a school board contest or a special district measure. By moving those elections to
coincide with national elections, though, we make local voting essentially costless. Citizens who are already voting for higher level offices
need only check off a few more boxes further down the ballot.

That small change in timing makes a huge difference in turnout. in 2016, Baltimore moved to on-cycle elections and its participation
soared. Registered voter turnout went from just 13 percent in the last election before the switch to 60 percent in the first on-cycle election.

San Diego has on-cycle city elections and generally high turnout — 76 percent in November 2016. But when scandal forced the city to hold
an off-cycle mayoral contest in 2013, turnout dropped to 35 percent. Research shows that participation in local elections in cities doubles in
on-cycle elections. And when turnout doubles, the skew in turnout declines, local government becomes more representative of its
residents and policies become more responsive to the broader public.

Remarkably, in these days of partisan polarization, Democrats and Republicans both overwhelmingly favor the same solution. The only

national survey done on the subject shows that 73 percent of Democrats and 61 percent of Republicans favored on-cycle over off-cycle
elections.

And perhaps even more remarkably, Democratic and Republican leaders are both pushing the same reform. In 2015, California’s
overwhelmingly Democratic state government passed a law mandating on-cycle local elections when local turnout falls below a certain
threshold. This year, Arizona’s overwhelmingly Republican state government passed an almost identical law.

But there is still a lot of work to be done. The vast majority of cities around the country continue to hold off-cycle elections. And despite the
obvious gains to our democracy, many do not want to change. Incumbents who have won office under the old, low turnout system often
fight the shift. And interest groups that have been allowed to dominate sparsely populated elections won’t want to give up their power.
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