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BALLOT QUESTIONS – GENERAL ELECTION, NOVEMBER 3, 2020 
(Civic Education Edition)  

 

In November Montgomery County voters will be asked to mark their ballots FOR or AGAINST two statewide 

ballot questions and four amendments to the Montgomery County Charter. The proposed changes are presented to 

voters as questions at the end of their ballots. To be enacted state and county ballot questions require approval by 

a simple majority of the people voting on the ballot question.  

 

Ballot questions may be initiated in several ways. One way is for the General Assembly to propose a change to 

the Maryland Constitution, which voters must approve. Another is that the General Assembly must request 

approval before enacting any law that expands or changes authorized gambling in the state. This year Question 1 

is a proposed amendment to the Maryland State Constitution and Question 2 changes authorized gambling in the 

state. Maryland citizens do not have the right to petition the state to add an issue to the ballot, the so-called 

“citizen initiative” that some other states allow. However, Maryland citizens do have the right to petition for a 

ballot question requesting a referendum (a vote to approve or disapprove) of a recently passed General Assembly 

law.  

 

Voters must approve any changes to the County Charter that the Montgomery County Council proposes. Citizens 

in charter counties like Montgomery also have the right to use a petition to bring charter amendments to their 

county ballot. Two of the Montgomery County amendments on this year’s ballot are the result of petitions and 

two were proposed by the County Council.  

 

Ballot questions are written in legal language because if they are approved they become part of a law, state 

constitution or county charter. Voters often find it hard to understand the meaning of the amendments and 

whether they wish to vote for or against the question. To inform voters about these changes to our basic 

governmental documents, the League provides background on all the ballot questions in this Fact Sheet, in our 

Voters’ Guide and at Vote411.org.   

 

The text of each question is listed first in the box just as it will appear on the ballot. An explanation follows with a 

description of the current law, the proposed changes, the origin of the question, the arguments FOR and 

AGAINST the change and what a vote FOR or AGAINST the change would accomplish. The League of Women 

Voters strives to provide impartial, nonpartisan information on candidates and ballot issues. 

 

STATEWIDE BALLOT QUESTIONS 

Question 1 

Constitutional Amendment (Ch. 645 of the 2020 Legislative Session) State Budget Process 

(Amending Article II Section 17 and Article Ill Section 14 and 52 of the Maryland Constitution) 

 

The proposed amendment authorizes the General Assembly, in enacting a balanced budget bill for fiscal year 

2024 and each fiscal year thereafter, to increase, diminish, or add items, provided that the General Assembly may 

not exceed the total proposed budget as submitted by the Governor. 

 

  For the Constitutional Amendment      Against the Constitutional Amendment 

 

Origin of the ballot question:  The 2020 session of the General Assembly passed legislation (SB 1028) 

proposing a constitutional amendment to increase the authority of the General Assembly in the budget process. A 

bill that amends the Maryland Constitution requires a three fifths vote in each chamber (Senate and House of 

Delegates) and approval by a majority of voters in the next general election. 

 

mailto:LWVMC@EROLS.COM
http://www.lwvmocomd.org/
https://www.vote411.org/
http://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/SB1028
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Present Practice:  The Maryland Constitution prohibits the General Assembly from increasing any budget item 

or adding any new items to the Governor’s proposed budget for any of the government agencies except the 

Judicial branch and the operations of the General Assembly itself. The one exception is that it may add to the 

budget if it enacts a new revenue source to fund additional items, which is a rare occurrence. In addition, it cannot 

move funds from one agency to another. Therefore, in practice the General Assembly can only recommend cuts to 

state agency budgets proposed by the Governor. However, once a budget passes the Senate and House, it becomes 

law and cannot be changed or vetoed by the Governor. 

 

Proposed Change:  If passed, the General Assembly could move spending in the budget from one agency to 

another as long as the total amount of the revised budget does not exceed the total amount in the Governor’s 

proposed budget. The General Assembly could also add spending to a new item as long as it reduces other items 

to pay for the new expenditure. This change would begin with the 2024 Budget bill, which is presented to the 

General Assembly in 2023. At that time, the Governor would be given the authority to veto items added or 

increased by the General Assembly.  

 

Arguments in Favor:  

 The Maryland Legislature has less power in the budget process than any other legislature in the United 

States.  

 Members of the public might have more ability to influence funding for programs of importance to them 

because they would have more opportunities to interact with legislators during the General Assembly 

Session than they do to influence the Governor or the state agencies as the budget details are negotiated 

and finalized for presentation. 

 For decades Republican and Democratic legislators have proposed this change while Governors from 

both major parties have been in power. The provisions of this bill will not take effect until the election of 

a new Governor and a new General Assembly.  

 This Constitutional Amendment would not change the current requirement that the General Assembly 

must pass a balanced budget.  

 

Arguments Against: 

 Because the Governor would have the power to enact line item vetoes, there may be more Special 

Sessions to override those vetoes, which adds to the cost. 

 Because the public will be advocating for new or increased funding for particular programs, legislators 

could be swayed to support programs that the Governor did not feel should be funded at that level.  

 It could take longer to pass a budget.  

 Legislators may have more concern about programs that affect their constituents while the Governor may 

have a more statewide perspective.  

 

A vote FOR the constitutional amendment means the legislature will be able to adjust spending in the 

Governor’s budget by reducing some items and increasing others as long as the total amount of spending does not 

exceed the amount of spending proposed by the Governor.  

 

A vote AGAINST the constitutional amendment means current law would remain in place and the legislature 

will only be able to reduce the expenditures within the budget proposed by the Governor.  

 

Question 2 

Commercial Gaming Expansion Referendum (Ch. 492 of the 2020 Legislative Session) 

Expansion of Commercial Gaming-Sports and Event Wagering 

 

  Do you approve the expansion of commercial gaming in the State of Maryland to authorize sports and events 

  betting for the primary purpose of raising revenue for education? 

 

  For the referred law.     Against the referred law. 
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Origin of the ballot question:  In 2007 the Maryland Constitution was amended to say that the General 

Assembly may only authorize additional forms or expansion of commercial gambling if approved by a majority of 

the voters through a referendum in a general election. In 2020 the General Assembly passed SB 04, which would 

authorize it to pass laws to establish a program of sports and event wagering in the state if approved by voters in 

the next General Election. The bill also stated that the primary purpose of this expansion of gambling would be to 

raise revenue for education.  

 

Present Practice:  In 2008 Maryland voters first approved gambling via video lottery terminals (slot machines). 

In 2012 voters approved expanding the allowable number of video lottery terminals and authorized table games in 

casinos. Wagering on a contest, event, game or match between individuals or teams sponsored by a professional 

league or association or hosted by a college or university is currently illegal in Maryland.   

 

Proposed Change:  If the referendum is approved, the General Assembly would then need to pass legislation that 

authorizes the State Lottery and Gaming Control Commission to issue licenses for sports and event wagering in 

the state. The legislation must include the criteria for eligible applications for a licensee and specify the 

permissible forms, means of conducting and locations where sports wagering would take place. The bill that sent 

this question to the voters also requires a study by the General Assembly to evaluate whether there is reason to 

assist minorities and women in the sports and event wagering industry and market. This study is to be completed 

by October 1, 2020, so any recommendations that result can be considered when the General Assembly 

establishes criteria for licenses (assuming the referendum passes). 

 

Arguments in Favor:  

 Allowing sports betting in Maryland would enable the state to compete with the fourteen states that are 

already raising revenue this way.   

 Illegal sports betting already takes place. Maryland should provide a legal way to place such bets to tap 

into that market and thereby reduce criminal activity. 

 Depending on how it is implemented, Maryland could raise as much as $20 million a year that could be 

invested in education, which could yield long term benefits for Maryland residents. 

 

Arguments Against: 

 Maryland already has legalized a lottery, slot machines and casinos with various gambling table games. 

This would add another way to raise money from people who may not be able to afford it and may 

become addicted to gambling. 

 If sports betting is implemented in a similar manner to casino gambling, most of the revenue raised will 

likely go to the gambling venues with only a small portion going to education.   

 Sports betting could have an impact on how fans watch games because they could be more interested in 

making money than appreciating the sport. It could impact the game for players as well, especially if 

wagering is allowed on college sports.   

 

A vote FOR the referred law means the General Assembly will be able to pass legislation to establish a program 

of sports wagering and event wagering in Maryland with a portion of the revenue going to support public 

education.  

 

A vote AGAINST the referred law means that commercial wagering on sporting events will remain illegal in 

Maryland.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Legislation/Details/SB0004
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MONTGOMERY COUNTY CHARTER AMENDMENTS 

Question A 

Charter Amendment by Act of County Council 

Property Tax Limit – Limit Tax Rate Increases 

 

Amend Section 305 of the County Charter to prohibit the County Council from adopting a tax rate on real 

property that exceeds the tax rate on real property approved for the previous year, unless all current 

Councilmembers vote affirmatively for the increase. This amendment would replace the current property tax limit, 

which requires an affirmative vote of all current Councilmembers to levy a tax on real property that would 

produce total revenue that exceeds the total revenue produced by the tax on real property in the preceding fiscal 

year plus any increase in the Consumer Price Index. The current property tax limit exempts real property tax 

revenue derived from (1) newly constructed property; (2) newly rezoned property; (3) certain property assessed 

differently under State law; (4) property that has undergone a change in use; and (5) property in a development 

tax district to provide funding for capital improvements. 

 

 For   Against 

Current Law:  The county property tax is levied on all property in the county and funds basic services such as 

schools, public safety, health and social services and libraries. The County Council sets the real property tax rate 

each year and applies it to the assessed value of the property. The County Charter provides that all current 

councilmembers must approve any property tax that would produce total revenue greater than the total revenue 

raised by the property tax in the preceding fiscal year plus any increase in the Consumer Price Index (CPI). This 

does not include or apply to certain types of revenue such as revenue from new construction. 

As a result of the revenue cap, the property tax rate per $100 of assessed value has varied over time:  

 

Fiscal year Average Weighted Tax Rate on Real Property Per $100 of Assessed Value 

2021 $0.9785 

2020 $0.9786 

2019 $0.9814 

2018 $1.0012 

2017 $1.0264 

2016 $0.9870 

2015 $0.996 

 
 

Proposed Change:  The amendment would change the basis of the cap on property taxes from the previous 

year’s property tax revenues, as current law requires, to the previous year’s property tax rate. It would prohibit 

the council from setting a property tax rate on real property that exceeds the rate of the prior year unless all 

current councilmembers approve the increase. It would retain the existing requirement for a unanimous vote to 

increase property taxes beyond that cap but the cap would be tied to the prior year’s rate instead of the prior year’s 

total revenues. Thus, property tax revenues could increase to reflect growth in the tax base and increased property 

values.  

 

Origin of the Ballot Question:  The council proposed this amendment. It is an alternative to the petitioned 

proposal that appears on the ballot as Question B.  

 

Arguments FOR the amendment: 

 Capping the property tax rate, as proposed, rather than capping total property tax revenues, as required by 

current law, is simpler and more in line with the common understanding of property tax as a rate.  
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 The amendment would allow the county to benefit from local economic growth in the tax base and 

increased property values. Under current law a new property tax rate has to be set every year to ensure 

that total property tax revenues do not exceed the prior year’s property tax revenues. 

 

Arguments AGAINST the amendment: 

 If assessed property values rise, a fixed rate (as being proposed) would result in property owners paying 

more in property taxes. 

 Higher property taxes could discourage some property owners from locating in Montgomery County and 

discourage others from staying. 

 

A vote FOR Question A means the County Charter would be amended to change the basis of the cap on property 

taxes from the previous year’s property tax revenues, as current law requires, to the previous year’s property tax 

rate. It would prohibit the council from setting a property tax rate on real property that exceeds the rate of the 

prior year unless all current councilmembers approve the increase. It would retain the existing requirement for a 

unanimous vote to increase property taxes beyond that cap.  

 

A vote AGAINST Question A means the County Charter would not be amended. The current charter provision 

(capping total property tax revenues at the prior year’s level absent a unanimous affirmative vote of all 

councilmembers) would remain in place. 

Question B 

Charter Amendment by Petition 

Property Tax Limit – Prohibit Override 

Amend Section 305 of the County Charter to prohibit the County Council from levying an ad valorem tax on real 

property that would produce total revenue (not including property tax revenue from certain enumerated sources) 

that exceeds the total revenue produced by the tax on real property in the preceding fiscal year plus a percentage 

of the previous year’s real property tax revenues that equals any increase in the Consumer Price Index. Section 

305 currently permits the County Council to exceed the limit on real property tax revenue only upon the 

affirmative vote of all current Councilmembers.  

 For   Against 

Current Law:  The county property tax is levied on all property in the county and funds basic services such as 

schools, public safety, health and social services and libraries. The County Council sets the real property tax rate 

each year and applies it to the assessed value of the property. The County Charter provides that all current 

councilmembers must approve any property tax that would produce total revenue greater than the total revenue 

raised by the property tax in the preceding fiscal year plus any increase in the CPI. This does not include or apply 

to certain types of revenue such as revenue from new construction. 

Proposed Change:  The proposed change would eliminate the council’s authority to approve by unanimous vote 

a property tax that would produce total revenue (with certain exemptions) exceeding the prior fiscal year’s 

property tax revenue plus any growth in the CPI.  

 

Origin of the Ballot Question:  A citizen-initiated petition to place this question on the ballot was submitted to 

the County Council. The Montgomery County Board of Elections determined that the petition contained a 

sufficient number of valid signatures for the question to be placed on the ballot. 

 

Arguments FOR the amendment: 

 It removes the council’s ability to increase property tax revenues beyond any increase in the CPI, thus 

saving taxpayers money.  

 Limiting revenues could encourage the council to be more fiscally responsible in its spending decisions. 
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 Arguments AGAINST the amendment: 

 Limiting revenue growth to the increase in the CPI is not fiscally sustainable. If revenues are not allowed 

to grow, the county may have to eliminate or reduce county services and limit its reserves, and it may 

negatively affect the county’s bond rating.  

 A revenue cap with no allowance for the council to override it prevents the county from benefiting from 

increased property values and a growing tax base.  

 

A vote FOR Question B means that the County Charter would be amended to eliminate the ability of the County 

Council to override the property tax revenue limit with an affirmative vote of all current councilmembers.  

 

A vote AGAINST Question B means that the County Charter would not be amended. The charter would 

continue to allow the council to approve by unanimous vote a property tax that produces revenues greater than the 

prior year plus inflation.   

Question C  

Charter Amendment by Act of County Council 

County Council – Increase to 11 Councilmembers  

Amend the County Charter to 

-- expand the County Council to consist of 11, rather than the current 9, Councilmembers; 

-- increase from 5 to 7 the number of Council districts; and 

-- elect 7 Councilmembers by district and 4 Councilmembers at large.   

 For   Against 

 

Current Law:  The County Charter currently provides that the council be composed of nine members, four of 

whom are to be elected by the voters of the entire county (referred to as at-large members) and five of whom must 

each reside in a different council district and be elected by the voters of that district.   

 

Proposed Change:  The amendment would add two additional councilmembers so that the County Council 

would consist of eleven members rather than the current nine. It would divide the county into seven council 

districts rather than the current five and require that each district councilmember reside in and be elected by the 

voters of that district. It would retain the existing four at-large councilmembers.  

 

Origin of the Ballot Question:  This question was recommended by the council’s Government Operations 

Committee and approved by the full council.  

 

Arguments FOR the amendment:  

 Due to population growth, the current five districts have more than twice the average number of residents 

as the districts in surrounding jurisdictions. The number of Montgomery County’s council districts has 

not been adjusted in 30 years.  

 Having more districts (seven) with fewer residents in each district would increase the responsiveness of 

district councilmembers to local issues and may lead to more diversity in district candidates and 

councilmembers.  

 Voters still would be able to vote for and be represented by one district councilmember and four at-large 

councilmembers for a total of five as is currently the case.  

 

Arguments AGAINST the amendment: 

 Adding more councilmembers and associated staff and office space would cost taxpayers more money.  

 Adding two more councilmembers may make it more difficult to reach decisions on the council. 
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 Some feel that retaining the four at-large councilmember seats results in less representation throughout 

the county as all of the at-large councilmembers both currently and in the recent past have been from the 

downcounty area.  

 

A vote FOR Question C means the County Charter would be amended to increase the number of 

councilmembers from nine to eleven members by adding two district seats. 

 

A vote AGAINST Question C means the County Charter would not be amended, and the County Council would 

continue to consist of nine members, four of whom are at-large councilmembers elected by voters in the entire 

county and five of whom are district councilmembers elected by voters in that district.  

Question D  

Charter Amendment by Petition 

County Council – Alter Council Composition to 9 Districts  

Amend Sections 102 and 103 of the County Charter to 

-- Divide the County into 9, rather than the current 5, Council districts; 

-- Elect all Councilmembers by district, rather than the current 5 by district and 4 at large; and 

-- Reduce from 5 to 1 the number of Councilmembers each voter can vote for.   

 For   Against 

 

Current Law:  The County Charter currently provides that the council be composed of nine members, four of 

whom are to be elected by the voters of the entire county (referred to as at-large members) and five of whom must 

each reside in a different council district and be elected by the voters of that district.    

 

Proposed Change:  The charter amendment would eliminate all the at-large member seats. It would divide the 

county into nine council districts instead of the current five. It would require that each of the nine councilmembers 

reside in a different council district and be elected by the voters of that district. 

 

Origin of the Ballot Question:  A citizen-initiated petition to place this question on the ballot was submitted to 

the County Council. The Montgomery County Board of Elections determined that the petition contained a 

sufficient number of valid signatures for the question to be placed on the ballot.  

 

Arguments FOR the amendment:  

 Due to population growth, the current five districts have more than twice the average number of residents 

as the districts in surrounding jurisdictions. The number of Montgomery County’s council districts has 

not been adjusted in 30 years.   

 Having more districts (nine) with fewer residents in each district would increase the responsiveness of 

district councilmembers to local issues and may lead to more diversity in district candidates and 

councilmembers.  

 Restructuring the council to nine districts with no at-large members would ensure that each district is 

equally represented on the council.  

 

Arguments AGAINST the amendment: 

 Eliminating the four at-large seats would reduce voter representation. Voters would vote for and be 

represented by only one councilmember instead of the current five (one district and four at-large 

councilmembers). 

 An all-district council could lead to an emphasis on local district issues at the expense of issues that affect 

the county overall. 

 Restructuring the composition of the council may not be necessary to achieve better representation. 

Voters make their choice of representatives at the ballot box.  
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A vote FOR Question D means the County Charter would be amended to eliminate the provision for at-large 

council seats, divide the county into nine council districts and require that each of the nine councilmembers reside 

in a different council district and be elected by the voters of that district.   

 

A vote AGAINST Question D means the County Charter would not be amended. The County Council would 

continue to consist of nine members, four of whom are at-large councilmembers and five of whom are district 

councilmembers. 

 

 

Research Report by LWVMC on Voters’ Guide 

 

A League research report shows that Voters’ Guide users are more confident than those who rely on other sources 

of candidate information and are also more likely to vote in every contest on the ballot. Read the full study to 

learn how delivering the Voters’ Guide to newly registered voters and voters in low-turnout precincts affected 

voter participation. (Download Report | Appendices) 

 

 

GENERAL ELECTION NOTES 

 

Check your registration at https://voterservices.elections.maryland.gov/VoterSearch 

 

Request a mail in/absentee ballot at https://elections.maryland.gov/voting/absentee.html 

 

Early voting is available from Monday, October 26 through Monday, November 2, 2020, from 7 a.m. to 8 p.m. 

Locations and directions to Early Voting Centers can be found at 

www.montgomerycountymd.gov/elections/index2.html 
 

General Election Day is Tuesday, November 3, 2020, from 7 a.m. to 8 p.m. Voting will be conducted at Election 

Day Vote Centers. Voters may go to any Vote Center in the county. Locations and directions are at 

www.montgomerycountymd.gov/elections/index2.html 
 

This Fact Sheet was prepared by Making Democracy Work Committee members: Karen Bury (Lead), Mary 

Lanigan (Chair), Karen Logsdon, Isabel Marbury-Mauro, Laura Noell, Barbara Sanders, Nancy Soreng, Ralph 

Watkins, and Marge Wexler with input from Barbara Hankins and Judy Morenoff.  

 

https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/lwvmc/pages/659/attachments/original/1585441092/2020-03_Research_Report_on_2018_Voters'_Guide.pdf?1585441092
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/lwvmc/pages/659/attachments/original/1585441091/2020-03_Research_Report_on_2018_Voters'_Guide__Appendices.pdf?1585441091
https://voterservices.elections.maryland.gov/VoterSearch
https://elections.maryland.gov/voting/absentee.html
http://www.montgomerycountymd.gov/elections/index2.html
https://www.montgomerycountymd.gov/elections/index2.html

