EDITORIAL

Ranked-choice voting passes the
test in Maine

Democrat Jared Golden (left), joined by wife Isobel, speaks to supporters as they wait for results in Maine’s Second
Congressional District election, in Lewiston on Nov. 6. Election officials declared Golden the winner Thursday after a
federal judge denied Republican Representative Bruce Poliquin’s request to halt tabulations under Maine’s new rankedchoice voting system. (JOEL PAGE, AP)

Maine is a commonsensical kind of state, with a pragmatic, problem-solving outlook. Its
experiment with ranked-choice voting, currently in the news for replacing the preliminary
plurality winner with a more broadly popular choice in Maine’s sprawling Second
Congressional District, provides a useful electoral reform for other states to imitate.
If and when the Pine Tree State’s new vote-tallying method survives a federal court challenge
by a beleaguered incumbent, that is.
Ranked-choice voting may sound complicated, but it’s really not. It’s basically an instant runoff
in contests where no candidate has secured a majority of the vote. In ranked-choice elections,
citizens don’t just vote for one candidate on Election Day. If they want, they can rank them all,
in order of preference.

If no candidate wins a majority, the hopeful who received the least first-choice votes is dropped,
and those votes are redistributed to the next choice of his or her voters. That process continues
until enough candidates have been eliminated, and enough votes reallocated, to deliver one
candidate a majority.
That’s what happened in the Second District. In the initial results, Republican Bruce Poliquin
held a lead of 2,632 votes over Democratic nominee Jared Golden, but with two independent
candidates in the race, his tally amounted to only 46.4 percent of the vote cast, to 45.5 percent
for Golden. When votes for the two independent candidates were reallocated, Golden had
gained more than twice as many new votes as Poliquin. He ended up on top with 139,231 votes
to Poliquin’s 136,326, for a victory margin of 2,905 votes.
Maine, a state where elections frequently feature one or more independent candidates, has had
unfortunate experiences with plurality winners. Combative, divisive Paul LePage first won the
governorship in a multi-candidate race with a slender plurality of 37.6 percent, giving him a
victory he almost certainly wouldn’t have secured in a headto-head contest. Because of a Maine constitutional issue, ranked-choice voting governs
primaries, but doesn’t apply in general elections for governor or for legislative seats. It is used
in all primaries, however, and in general elections for federal offices.
The possible legal issues with ranked-choice voting aren’t yet fully settled. Before the rankedchoice voting results were tabulated, Poliquin had gone to federal court seeking an injunction
to prevent the redistribution of votes. A judge denied that, but the defeated Republican still
intends to pursue a federal court challenge to the state law. Although Maine voters have twice
embraced ranked-choice voting at the ballot, Poliquin maintains he is only trying to benefit
Maine citizens — and oh yes, set an example for children.
“I’ll tell you this would be a heck of a lot easier on me if I just walked away from this vote
counting mess,” he said. “But what kind of message would that send to our kids? Absolutely the
wrong message.”
Still, though his rationale is risible, Poliquin may be doing the cause of ranked-choice voting an
unintended favor. This is the first congressional election in the country to be decided by
ranked-choice. If other states adopt the system, a legal challenge to ranked- choice voting as it
applies to federal elections is all but inevitable, so it may as well come now. If the courts uphold
ranked-choice voting, as legal experts expect, that will clear up any uncertainty that might
otherwise cloud its attractiveness as an electoral option.
Conservatives will of course grouse because, in this instance, ranked-choice resulted in a loss
for Poliquin, the last Republican House member in New England. But the Second District will
end up with a member of Congress more in sync with its wants. And ranked-choice voting
could just as easily work in the GOP’s favor in a contest where right-leaning independents split
conservative votes that otherwise would have consolidated around the Republican nominee.
Ranked-choice voting isn’t perfect. No system is. But a growing number of cities, from
Cambridge to Minneapolis and St. Paul to San Francisco and Oakland, have implemented it. So
far, Maine is the only state where it’s used for congressional and statewide elections. Other
states would do well to follow Maine’s lead — including Massachusetts.

One Reform to Save America
By David Brooks Opinion Columnist
May 31, 2018

There are a bunch of different ways to do democracy. In Western Europe, most countries
have proportional representation and a lot of different parties representing voter interests. In
this country we’ve gone with a two-party system and winner-take-all elections.
During the middle of the 20th century, it seemed like we’d chosen the right approach. The
proportional multiparty system allowed an extremist named Adolf Hitler to rise to power
with the initial support of a tiny fraction of Germany’s voters. Both American parties,
meanwhile, seemed to bend toward compromise, knowing they had to win over the median
voter in order to get to 50.1 percent majorities.
But even then, as Lee Drutman of the think tank New America points out, America really
had a four-party system. There were liberal Republicans from places like the Northeast and
conservative Republicans from the West. There were liberal Democrats on the coasts and
conservative Democrats from the South. The four groups floated into different legislative
coalitions depending on the issue and the moment, allowing for flexible bipartisan
majorities.
Now the two-party system has rigidified and ossified. The two parties no longer bend to the
center. They push to the extremes, where the donor bases and their media propaganda arms
are. More and more people feel politically homeless, alienated from both parties and without
any say in how the country is run.
Moreover, the whole way of practicing politics has been transformed. Each party imagines
that it is one wave election from destroying the other side and gaining total power.
Therefore, as Drutman notes, there’s no interest in compromise, just winning and losing,
gloating and seething.
Partisans’ chief interest is in proving that the other party is despicable — in ramping up fear,
hatred and the negative polarization that is the central feature of contemporary American
politics.
The result is that people, especially the young, lose faith in democratic norms altogether.
There are over 6,000 breweries in America, but when it comes to our politics, we get to
choose between Soviet Refrigerator Factory A and Soviet Refrigerator Factory B.

The good news is that we don’t have to live with this system. There’s nothing in the
Constitution that says there have to be only two parties. There’s nothing in the Constitution
about parties at all. There’s not even anything in the Constitution mandating that each
congressional district have only one member and be represented by one party. We could
have a much fairer and better system with the passage of a law.
The way to do that is through multimember districts and ranked-choice voting. In populous
states, the congressional districts would be bigger, with around three to five members per
district. Voters would rank the candidates on the ballot. If no candidate had a majority of
first-place votes, then the candidate with the fewest first-place votes would be eliminated.
Voters who preferred that candidate would have their second-choice vote counted instead.
The process would be repeated until you get your winners.
This system makes it much easier for third and fourth parties to form, because voting for a
third party no longer means voting for one with no chance of winning. You get a much more
supple representation of the different political tendencies that actually exist in the country.
The process also means that people with minority views in their region have a greater chance
to be represented in Congress. A district in Southern California, for example, might elect a
Bernie Sanders-type progressive, a centrist business Democrat and a conservative.
The current system — wherein a vast majority of seats are safely red or blue and
noncompetitive, with only a handful of fiercely contested districts — disappears. Every
district becomes a swing district, each vote much more important. Congress begins to work
differently because with multiple parties you no longer have stagnant trench warfare — you
have shifting coalition-building.
There’s a reason voters in proportional representation countries are less disenchanted with
politics than we are. Their systems work better.
Over the last few decades, a lot of work has been done to fight gerrymandering, a reform that
would have only a marginal effect on our politics. The good news is that attention seems to
be shifting to ranked-choice voting, a change that would have much bigger and better effects.
In 2016, voters in Maine passed a referendum installing ranked-choice voting. The state’s
Legislature has done everything it can to fight it, but it looks like voters there will use the
system for their June 12 primary, and have a chance to make the system permanent.
Representative Don Beyer of Virginia introduced legislation in Congress last year to make
this kind of system national. Groups like FairVote champion the reform nationwide, and
writers like Drutman are tireless advocates.
Right now our politics is heading in a truly horrendous direction — with vicious, binary
political divisions overlapping with and exacerbating historical racial divisions. If we’re
going to have just one structural reform to head off that nightmare, ranked-choice voting in
multimember districts is the one to choose.

“A LIBERAL,” said Robert Frost, an American poet, “is a man too broad-minded to take
his own side in a quarrel.” An ad released less than a week before election day by Mark
Eves and Betsy Sweet (pictured above), opponents in Maine’s Democratic gubernatorial
primary, seemed a paragon of Frostian liberalism. Ms Sweet, who resembles a slightly less
caffeinated Elizabeth Warren, urged her supporters to vote for Mr Eves; while Mr Eves
asked his supporters to back Ms Sweet. On election day the two gripped and grinned
together outside an elementary school in Portland’s lovely West End.

In fact, their alliance was not wet leftism; it was a strategic gambit. On June 12th Maine
conducted the first-ever statewide election using ranked-choice voting (RCV), in which
voters rank the entire field rather than just voting for a single candidate. Trailing in the
polls, Ms Sweet and Mr Eves figured they could boost their chances by campaigning for
second-place votes.
RCV has long been a darling of political scientists. But Maine’s experiment should
interest anyone frustrated by America’s cripplingly partisan politics. RCV may be unable
to force liberals and conservatives to like each other, but it could at least blunt the
electoral effects of hyperpartisanship.
RCV is not new. Australia has used it for a century, Malta and Ireland for slightly less.
Some Oscar winners are chosen by RCV, as are prizewinners at the World Science Fiction
Convention. Several American cities—including Minneapolis, San Francisco, Portland
(Maine) and Santa Fe—have recently adopted it, too. In an RCV election, voters rank the
field by preference, from first to last (though they can always choose to vote for just one
candidate). If one candidate gathers a majority of first-place votes when all votes are in,
he wins. If not, the candidate with the smallest number of first-choice votes is
eliminated, and his secondary, tertiary and so forth votes are redistributed. That process
continues until one candidate eventually has a majority.
How long that takes varies. San Francisco’s mayoral race took place on June 5th but the
winner was not confirmed until June 13th. By contrast, three years ago Ethan Strimling
won a majority of votes outright in Portland, Maine’s mayoral race. As The
Economist went to press, Sean Moody appeared to have won the Republican governor’s
race outright, while Janet Mills held a steady lead on the Democratic side.
RCV boosters say it changes campaigns and elections in three laudable ways. First, it
encourages voter turnout. A study of 79 elections in 26 American cities found that RCV
was associated with a 10% increase in turnout compared with non-RCV primary and runoff elections, and San Francisco’s race had the highest primary turnout in years. Voters
turned off by the front-runners have less incentive to stay home. They can give their firstchoice vote to their favourite candidate, even if he might be a quixotic choice, while
allocating their other choices strategically.
Second, it shifts incentives away from negative campaigning—because candidates are
trying not just to turn out their base, but also to win as many second- and third-choice
votes as possible—and towards alliance-building, as Mr Eves and Ms Sweet demonstrate.
Finally, boosters argue that introducing RCV limits the efficacy, and therefore the
amount, of money spent by single-issue campaign groups, because they often finance
negative ads.

In theory, RCV elections will more often be won by candidates broadly acceptable to
most voters. Kyle Bailey and Cara McCormick, who have led Maine’s RCV campaign, said
they have staged dozens of mock RCV beer elections in microbreweries (which abound in
Maine: winter here is long, cold and dark) to show voters how the process works. Mr
Bailey said the loudest backers would often argue for oyster stout, or some other niche
beer style, but the most votes would inevitably accrue to a “middle-of-the-road IPA”—
which perhaps had fewer or less ardent fans, but which everyone could drink.
Opponents argue that RCV is too complicated—and indeed, in Maine, people’s
enthusiasm for RCV sometimes outstrips their ability to explain it. (Though on election
day Maine’s secretary of state, whose office released a detailed video explaining RCV, said
he had received no complaints about ballot complexity.) RCV support in the state has
split along party lines: Republicans largely opposed it, while the RCV campaign’s watch
party offered six types of Kombucha (fermented tea) on tap.
Paul LePage, the abrasive and bombastic outgoing governor, won two elections without a
majority, thanks to liberals splitting their vote. Perhaps Maine Republicans doubt their
ability to appeal to a majority of voters, and instead must discourage turnout while
pandering to their own base? The state party filed an unsuccessful lawsuit in May,
tortuously arguing that RCV impinged on their rights of association under the First
Amendment.
After Maine’s voters approved RCV by referendum in 2016, Republicans in the legislature
narrowly passed a bill blocking its implementation. But backers gathered enough
signatures—in a frenzied, dead-of-winter campaign across the state—to pass a “people’s
veto” that retained RCV in this election, and asked Maine’s voters on this year’s ballot
whether they wanted to use it again. Guardedly optimistic as results filtered in on
election night, Ms McCormick vowed that, if Maine voters approved it (and it looks as if
they did), she and her colleagues would take their campaign to more states. Get ready to
rank, America.
This article appeared in the United States section of the print edition under the headline "Multiple choice"
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To vote, fill in the oval like this

To rank your candidate choices, fill in the oval:

• In the 1st column for your 1st choice candidate.
• In the 2nd column for your 2nd choice candidate, and so on.

Continue until you have ranked as many or as few candidates as you like.
Fill in no more than one oval for each candidate or column.

To rank a write-in candidate, write the person's name in the write-in space and fill in the oval for
the ranking of your choice.

Ringelstein, Zak
Yarmouth
Democratic

Rep. to Congress
District 2

1st Choice

Write-in

4th Choice

3rd Choice

2nd Choice

Brakey, Eric L.

King, Angus S., Jr.

King, Angus S., Jr.

King, Angus S., Jr.

Ringelstein, Zak

Ringelstein, Zak

Ringelstein, Zak

Write-in

Write-in

Write-in

5th Choice

Brunswick
Independent

Brakey, Eric L.

4th Choice

King, Angus S., Jr.

Brakey, Eric L.

3rd Choice

Auburn
Republican

2nd Choice

Brakey, Eric L.
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Bond, Tiffany L.
Portland
Independent

Bond, Tiffany L.

Bond, Tiffany L.

Bond, Tiffany L.

Bond, Tiffany L.

Golden Jared F.

Golden, J ared F.

Golden, Jared F.

Golden, Jared F.

Hoar, William R.S.

Hoar, William R.S.

Hoar, William R.S.

Hoar, William R.S.

Poliquin, Bruce

Poliquin, Bruce

Poliquin, Bruc e

Poliquin, Bruce

Write-in

Write-in

Write-in

Write-in

Golden, Jared F.
Lewiston
Democratic

Hoar, William R.S.
Southwest Harbor
Independent

Poliquin, Bruce
Oakland
Republican

Write-in
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Report Name

Summary Report

OFFICIAL RESULTS
Election Name
Election Date
Office Title
Candidate Names
Bond, Tiffany L.
DEM Golden, Jared F.
Hoar, William R.S.
REP Poliquin, Bruce
Ballot Exhausted
By Overvotes
By Undervotes
By Exhausted Choices
Continuing Ballots
TOTAL
Winning threshold by round

General Election
11.06.18
Congressional District 2
Votes
16552
132013
6875
134184
435
6018
0
289624
296077
144813

Round 1
Percentage
05.71%
45.58%
02.37%
46.33%

https://www.maine.gov/sos/cec/elec/results/results18.html

Transfer
-16552
10427
-6875
4747

Votes
0
142440
0
138931

98
7820
335
0
0

533
13838
335
281371
296077
140686

Generated: 11/21/2018 19:36
Total = Ballot Exhausted by Overvotes + Ballot Exhausted by Undervotes + Exhausted Ballot + Continuing Ballots
Winning Threshold = [Continuing ballots/(Vote for [number] +1)] + 1
"*" symbol signifies elimination due to Tie Resolution.

Round 2
Percentage
00.00%
50.62%
00.00%
49.38%

Transfer
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

Style No.

State of Maine Sample Ballot
Democratic Primary Election, June 12, 2018

To rank your candidate choices, fill
in the oval:

Cote, Adam Roland
Sanford

Dion, Donna J.
Biddeford

• In the 1st column for your 1st
choice candidate.
• In the 2nd column for your 2nd
choice candidate, and so on.
Continue until you have ranked as
many or as few candidates as you
like.

Dion, Mark N.
Portland

Eves, Mark W.
North Berwick

Mills, Janet T.
Farmington

Russell, Diane Marie
Portland

Sweet, Elizabeth A.
Hallowell

Write-in

8th Choice

7th Choice

6th Choice

5th Choice

4th Choice

To vote, fill in the oval like this

3rd Choice

Governor

2nd Choice

Instructions to Voters

1st Choice

for

Cote, Adam Roland

Cote, Adam Roland

Cote, Adam Roland

Cote, Adam Roland

Cote, Adam Roland

Cote, Adam Roland

Cote, Adam Roland

Dion, Donna J.

Dion, Donna J.

Dion, Donna J.

Dion, Donna J.

Dion, Donna J.

Dion, Donna J.

Dion, Donna J.

Dion, Mark N.

Dion, Mark N.

Dion, Mark N.

Dion, Mark N.

Dion, Mark N.

Dion, Mark N.

Dion, Mark N.

Eves, Mark W.

Eves, Mark W.

Eves, Mark W.

Eves, Mark W.

Eves, Mark W.

Eves, Mark W.

Eves, Mark W.

Mills, Janet T.

Mills, Janet T.

Mills, Janet T.

Mills, Janet T.

Mills, Janet T.

Mills, Janet T.

Mills, Janet T.

Russell, Diane Marie

Russell, Diane Marie

Russell, Diane Marie

Russell, Diane Marie

Russell, Diane Marie

Russell, Diane Marie

Russell, Diane Marie

Sweet, Elizabeth A.

Sweet, Elizabeth A.

Sweet, Elizabeth A.

Sweet, Elizabeth A.

Sweet, Elizabeth A.

Sweet, Elizabeth A.

Sweet, Elizabeth A.

Write-in

Write-in

Write-in

Write-in

Write-in

Write-in

Write-in

Fill in no more than one oval for
each candidate or column.
To rank a write-in candidate, write
the person's name in the write-in
space and fill in the oval for the
ranking of your choice.
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Election Name
Election Date
Office Title

Democratic Primary Election
June 12, 2018
Governor

OFFICIAL RESULTS

Candidate Names
Cote, Adam Roland
Dion, Donna J.
Dion, Mark N.
Eves, Mark W.
Mills, Janet T.
Russell, Diane Marie
Sweet, Elizabeth A.
Write-in
Ballot Exhausted
By Overvotes
By Undervotes
By Exhausted Choices
Continuing Ballots
TOTAL
Winning threshold by round

Votes
35478
1596
5200
17887
41735
2728
20767
748
430
5681
0
126139
132250
63070

Round 1
Percentage
28.13%
01.27%
04.12%
14.18%
33.09%
02.16%
16.46%
00.59%

https://www.maine.gov/sos/cec/elec/results/results18.html

Transfer
2065
-1596
-5200
1634
2307
-2728
2220
-748

Votes
37543
0
0
19521
44042
0
22987
0

42
1887
117
0
0

472
7568
117
124093
132250
62047

Round 2
Percentage
30.25%
00.00%
00.00%
15.73%
35.49%
00.00%
18.52%
00.00%

Generated: 06/21/2018 18:45
Total = Ballot Exhausted by Overvotes + Ballot Exhausted by Undervotes + Exhausted Ballot + Continuing Ballots
Winning Threshold = [Continuing ballots/(Vote for [number] +1)] + 1
"*" symbol signifies elimination due to Tie Resolution.

Transfer
5080
0
0
-19521
5903
0
6957
0

Votes
42623
0
0
0
49945
0
29944
0

35
1488
58
0
0

507
9056
175
122512
132250
61257

Round 3
Percentage
34.79%
00.00%
00.00%
00.00%
40.77%
00.00%
24.44%
00.00%

Transfer
11243
0
0
0
13439
0
-29944
0

Votes
53866
0
0
0
63384
0
0
0

73
5099
90
0
0

580
14155
265
117250
132250
58626

Round 4
Percentage
45.94%
00.00%
00.00%
00.00%
54.06%
00.00%
00.00%
00.00%

Transfer
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

