
Work Session 
Agenda Item # 5 

Meeting Date September 8, 2015 

Prepared By Jessie Carpenter 
City Clerk 

Approved By Suzanne R. Ludlow 
City Manager 

Discussion Item Possible Advisory Question Regarding the Timing of Elections and Discussion of 
the November 3, 2015 City Election 

Background Advisory Question 
 
Councilmember Male has proposed placing an advisory question on the ballot to 
change City elections to coincide with the presidential and Maryland gubernatorial 
elections. He has advocated for this change as a means to increase voter turnout and 
broaden the racial and ethnic diversity of voters. 
 
Adding a question to the ballot can be accomplished by Council adoption of a 
resolution. 
 
To place the question on the ballot for the November 3 election, the final decision 
and adoption of the resolution must occur before the nominating caucus, or no later 
than Monday, September 28.  
 
The resolution must state the exact language that would go on the ballot. See City 
Charter Section 611(b)(1) and (b)(5). 
 
The City Charter prescribes the process for placing questions on the ballot. 
 
Section 611 Advisory Referendums 
 
(a)    A question for referendum or a legislative initiative, not otherwise provided for 
in this Charter and regarding a matter over which the Council has authority, may be 
placed on the ballot in any regular or special City election. All such referendum 
questions or initiatives, unless they are made binding on the Council by any other 
section of this Charter or by other applicable city, county, state or federal law, shall 
be advisory only and shall not bind or obligate the Council or the City to enact any 
ordinance or resolution or to perform any act or function. 
 
(b)    Advisory referendum questions or legislative initiatives may be placed on the 
ballot in any City election in the following manner: 
 
 (1)    The Council may, by resolution passed by a majority of the Council, 
provide for an advisory referendum question or legislative initiative to be placed on 
the ballot at any regular municipal election or at a special election. 
 
. . . .  
 



 (5)    Any resolution providing for the placement of an advisory referendum 
question or initiative on a ballot shall specify the exact wording which is to be 
submitted to the voters of the City. 
 
Advisory Question – Option 1 
 
Beginning with the election in November 2018, the City of Takoma Park 
municipal elections for Mayor and Council members should be changed to the 
1st Tuesday after the 1st Monday in November in each even-numbered year in 
order to coincide with Maryland statewide elections. 
 
_____   For 
_____   Against 
 
Advisory Question – Option 2 
 
Beginning with the election in November 2018, and assuming voting rights can be 
maintained for 16-17 year olds, non-citizens and people with felony convictions who 
are on parole, the City of Takoma Park municipal elections for Mayor and Council 
members should be changed to coincide with Maryland statewide elections. 
 
_____ For 
_____ Against 
 
 
Discussion of the November 3, 2015 City Election 
 
Before each City election, the City Council adopts an ordinance setting forth the 
election procedures for the upcoming election. Much of the information in the 
ordinance simply restates the requirements of the City Charter and Code. The 
ordinance also incorporates details specific to the upcoming election. 
 
The draft election ordinance is attached for Council’s review. The ordinance: 
 

• States the date, time and location of the Nominating Caucus, to be held on 
September 29, 2015, at 7:30 p.m. in the Community Center Auditorium. 
 

• Establishes the order of nominations for the caucus.  
 

• Ordains that paper ballots will be used for this election. 
 

• Sets forth the dates, times, and locations of early voting. This year, the Board 
of Elections recommends that early voting take place from Wednesday, 
October 28 through Sunday, November 1. On Wednesday, October 28 and 
Thursday, October 29, early voting will be available at the Community 
Center from 2:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. On Friday, October 30, early voting will 
take place at the Takoma Park Recreation Center on New Hampshire Avenue 
from 2:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. On Saturday, October 31, early voting will be 
available at a location in Ward 5 from 10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. The last day of 
early voting will take place from 12:00 noon to 6:00 p.m. at the Community 



Center. 
 

• Ordains that Takoma Park Board of Elections members will serve as election 
judges and states that additional judges will be appointed by Council 
resolution for this election. It establishes the payment scale for election 
judges, closers and ballot counters. 
 

o Election Day Judges: $225 
o Early Voting Judges: $75 
o Closers/Counters: $60 (if counters only, $30) 

 
• Sets the time of the meeting for the Council to receive the certification of 

election results as 7:30 p.m. on Wednesday, November 4. 
 

Policy Takoma Park Charter Section 611 Advisory Referendums 

Fiscal Impact Could be absorbed within the existing budget for the election. 

Attachments • SB 438 Municipal Elections – Inclusion of Offices and Questions on the 
State Ballot (Effective July 1, 2014)  

• Voter Turnout Data provided by Councilmember Male 
• ACLU Memo Prepared for the City of Greenbelt (2007) 
• Draft Election Ordinance 

Recommendation • Hold discussion and decide whether to proceed with advisory question. 
• Review the draft election ordinance in preparation for first reading on 

September 15. 

Special 
Consideration 

At the work session, the City Clerk will conduct a drawing to determine the order of 
nominations at the Nominating Caucus. 

 















 
 
Takoma Park Election Data 
Provided by Councilmember Tim Male 
August 25, 2015 
 
This table shows the number of voters (by ward) in city elections in 2009 and 2011 and in 
state/national elections in '10 and '12. Even when the President was not on the ballot, there was 
an 80% increase in voter turnout. Comparing 2009 city to 2012 state/fed there was a 428% 
increased in turnout. 
 
So you know, in 2011 Wards 2, 3 and 6 were heavily contested (and no other contests were 
during this time). So comparing those totals to the respective fed/state elections in 10, turnout 
was 60%, 180% and 145% greater, respectively. 
 
 
 
 

Ward Count of City 
Nov 09 

Count of Pres 
Nov 12 

Count of City 
Nov 11 

Count of Gov 
Nov 10 

01-TP 447 1819 265 1356 
02-TP 270 1691 688 1145 
03-TP 425 1776 431 1196 
04-TP 187 998 200 507 
05-TP 71 967 85 518 
06-TP 171 1051 237 580 
(blank)     Grand Total 1571 8302 1906 5302 
 
 
This table shows turnout of residents who live in apartment buildings. Approximately half our 
residents are renters so the 'percent' data should really be around 50%, all else being equal. 
 
 

 Apartment turnout All turnout Percent 
2009 City 239 1571 15% 
2010 Governor 1060 5302 20% 
2011 City 273 1906 14% 
2012 Presidential 2268 8302 27% 
 
 



 
 

How an Election Date Change Could Make a 
Positive Difference in Greenbelt 

 
 Observers of politics and community life are justly concerned about low levels of civic 
engagement in America.  Exercising the right to vote is one of the most fundamental forms of civic 
participation.  But many people do not vote, and this is particularly true in the case of stand-alone 
municipal elections -- throughout Maryland and throughout the United States.  Low turnout rates for 
recent municipal elections in Greenbelt (17.8%), Takoma Park (10 %), Laurel (7%) and Bowie (21.7 %) 
illustrate this point.  
 
 The importance of citizen participation in elections cannot be overstated.  Low turnout levels can 
compromise the representative nature of government, and nonparticipation exacerbates negative 
attitudes about government and politics.  Voting also serves as an important educational tool because 
voters learn more about policy issues and government by actively participating in the electoral arena.  
Certainly, our communities benefit from a robust democracy with participation from all sectors.  
 
 One approach that many municipalities around the country are adopting to combat low voter 
turnout for local elections, while conserving scarce government dollars, is a simple change in the date of 
elections to coincide with state and/or or national elections.  The ACLU of Maryland recommends that 
the City of Greenbelt consider such a shift as part of an overall election reform package -- moving the 
date of municipal elections from November of odd years to November of even years.  We believe such a 
shift would substantially increase turnout rates for local elections, and could thereby increase overall 
participation and remove an unintended obstacle to diversification of the City’s electorate and its 
government.   
 
Turnout increases substantially with consolidated elections 
 
 Greenbelt currently holds stand-alone municipal elections every two years, in November of odd 
years.   Meanwhile, state and federal elections occur in November of alternate even years – meaning that 
a date shift would align municipal elections alternately with state and federal elections.  Turnout rates 
differ significantly for municipal elections and both state and national elections, with national elections 
garnering the greatest turnout, and municipal turnout lagging far behind.  In the 2007 Greenbelt 
municipal elections, turnout averaged 17.8 percent among registered voters, and was especially low in 
parts of town with larger minority populations, ranging from two percent in Springhill Lake to 12.5 
percent in Greenbelt East.  At the other extreme, turnout among Greenbelters in the 2004 national 
elections was consistently quite high – averaging 75 percent, and ranging from about 70 to about 78 
percent.  Turnout in the 2006 state and county elections was in between, averaging 48 percent, with a 
low of 28 percent in Springhill Lake, and a high of 57 percent in Old Greenbelt.  
 
 Thus, a change in election date could increase turnout levels for municipal elections an 
average of 30 percent to 57 percent, depending upon the year. 
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 Such positive results have been the experience in other communities that have made this shift.  
Just to give a few examples: 
 
 •A comprehensive statewide study of California municipal elections found that the single most 
important factor in determining turnout rate was timing of the election.1  Those municipalities with local 
elections at the same time as national elections averaged 36 percent higher turnout than those with stand 
alone elections, while municipalities running local elections concurrently with state elections averaged 
26 percent higher turnout than those with off-cycle elections. 
 
 •When the City of Richmond, Virginia moved its municipal elections from May to November, 
coinciding with state elections, turnout increased from 17 to 42 percent. 
 
 •In a municipality like Princeton, New Jersey, where elections are held annually due to 
staggering of council terms, turnout varies widely from year to year, depending upon the election cycle.  
Thus, in 2004, when the municipal election coincided with  national elections, turnout was 72 percent, 
but in the 2007 off-cycle elections, turnout was only 37 percent. 
 
Benefits of concurrent elections outweigh the risks 
 
 Communities that have studied the matter of consolidating municipal elections with state or 
national elections have most often concluded that the benefits of such a shift – in increased turnout and 
decreased costs -- outweigh any concerns about introducing partisanship into municipal elections or 
diminishing attention to municipal issues through consolidated elections.  In fact, in Virginia, where the 
state capitol city of Richmond switched to concurrent elections in 2002, the move set off a domino effect 
throughout the state, with numerous municipalities following the Richmond example.  The same seems 
to be true in California, where nearly 40 percent of municipalities in the State had switched to 
consolidated elections at the time of the 2002 study referenced above. 
 
 Cities and Towns that have changed their municipal election dates in the recent past in order to 
coincide with state and/or national elections are far too many to name. Some examples include the 
following: 
  Richmond, Virginia (state and national) (changed from spring in 2002) 
  Virginia Beach, Virginia (national) (changed from spring in 2006) 
  Harrisonburg, Virginia (national) (changed from spring in 2006) 
  Manassas Park, Virginia (state) (changed from spring in 2008) 
  Florence, South Carolina (national) (changed in 2005)  
  Redlands, California (county and national)(changed from off-cycle in 2008) 
  Berkeley, California (national) (changed in 1982) 
  Cape Elizabeth, Maine (state and national) (changed from May in 2004) 
  South Portland, Maine (state and national)  
 
 Although some communities contemplating a switch to consolidated elections have raised 
concern at the outset that municipal issues and candidacies might get less attention if “competing” with 

                                                 
1 Municipal Elections in California:  Turnout, Timing and Competition, by Zoltan Hajnal, Paul Lewis, 
and Hugh Louch, Public Policy Institute of California, 2002, available at 
http://www.ppic.org/main/publication.asp?i=148 
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state or national issues, the literature on the trend toward consolidated elections fails to cite this as a real 
issue in practice.  In fact, high turnout rates for state and federal elections can mean that municipal 
issues get more attention from more people, if the elections are coordinated.   Likewise, there is no 
evidentiary support in the available literature that partisanship has infected municipal elections through 
consolidation.  The majority of municipal elections nationwide are non-partisan, and thus the lack of 
discussion of partisanship concerns in communities that have switched to concurrent elections suggests 
that it has not been a significant problem. Additionally, it should be noted that non-partisan school board 
and judicial elections are normally held in Maryland at the same time as partisan elections, without 
complaints of significant adverse effects upon the non-partisan nature of those contests. 
 
On the other hand, some of the real benefits -- beyond the surge in turnout -- that could come from a 
move to consolidated elections include the following: 
 
Cost savings - We can’t and shouldn’t put a price on democracy, but a reform that will both bolster local 
democracy by increasing participation and reduce costs surely seems worthy of serious consideration.  
Many of the towns throughout the country that have switched to concurrent elections have cited cost 
reductions as a key benefit of the reform. The Greenbelt budget indicates that $17,700 was spent on the 
last municipal election, the vast majority of which would be saved if voting for City offices occurred at 
the same time as state and national elections, as the County election board would pick up the tab.  The 
City of Hagerstown – which is currently considering an election date change and has calculated 
attendant cost savings – concluded that it would save more than $50,000 through concurrent elections, 
since that City holds both primary and general municipal elections.   
 
Increasing Diversification of the Electorate – It is a truism in America that turnout among minorities 
and economically disadvantaged residents is lower than for the more affluent. Study after study of 
American elections has found that racial minorities and individuals with more limited resources vote 
much less consistently than those with ample resources, for a wide variety of reasons. Turnout is low 
across the board for municipal elections in Greenbelt, but it especially low for these elections in the 
more racially diverse Greenbelt precincts – Greenbelt East (12.5 %) and Springhill Lake (2 %).  Yet 
turnout in these precincts for national and state elections is far higher.  Thus, consolidation of elections 
in Greenbelt is likely to substantially diversify the electorate voting in municipal elections, making the 
voting pool for these elections more reflective of the City’s actual population. 
 
Increasing Opportunity for Diversification of the Government - A 2005 national study of minority 
representation on City Councils2 found: “The results for voter turnout are clear. …  [H]igher turnout in 
local elections leads to significantly greater numbers of Latino and Asian Americans on city councils.”  
For African Americans, “moving from at-large to district elections and changing the dates of local 
elections to coincide with national contests could substantially reduce black under-representation at the 
local level.” Furthermore, research has found that increases in turnout affect minority representation 
more in cities like Greenbelt where the minority group in question makes up a larger share of the 
population.  Since it seems clear that concurrent elections would result in significantly higher turnout 
and a more diverse electorate for Greenbelt city elections, there is also an increased likelihood that 
diversity would increase among candidates for City office, as well among those elected. 

                                                 
2 Where Turnout Matters:  The Consequences of Uneven Turnout in City Politics, Zoltan Hajnal and 
Jessica Trounstine, The Journal of Politics, Vol. 67, No. 2, May 2005, Pp. 515-535, Available at 
http://www.princeton.edu/~jtrounst/HajnalTrounstine05.pdf 
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Draft 
Introduced by:      First Reading:  
       Second Reading:  
       Effective Date:  
 

CITY OF TAKOMA PARK, MARYLAND 
 

ORDINANCE NO. 2015- 
(2015 Takoma Park City Election) 

 
 WHEREAS, Section 606(a) of the City Charter provides that an election shall be held on 
the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November in odd-numbered years for the election of a 
Mayor and six Councilmembers; and 
 
 WHEREAS, the City Charter, in Section 607, states that the Council has the power to 
provide by Ordinance for the conduct of City elections generally and shall designate a convenient 
polling place, the manner of holding City elections, and the voting system to be used for the City 
election. 
 
 NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT ORDAINED BY THE COUNCIL OF THE CITY OF 
TAKOMA PARK, MARYLAND: 
 
 SECTION 1.  The City Clerk shall call a Nominating Caucus of qualified voters of the City 
of Takoma Park for the nomination of candidates for Mayor and Councilmembers on Tuesday, 
September 29, 2015, at 7:30 p.m., in the Takoma Park Community Center – Sam Abbott Citizens’ 
Center, 7500 Maple Avenue, Takoma Park, Maryland; said Nominating Caucus to be conducted as 
follows: 
 

A. Nominations of candidates for City Council shall be taken in the following order: 
Ward __, Ward __, Ward __ , Ward __, Ward __, Ward __. This order was 
determined by a random drawing conducted at the City Council meeting on 
________, 2015. 

 
B. Nominations of candidates for Mayor shall be taken after City Council nominations 

are closed. 
  

 SECTION 2.  A City Election shall be held at the Community Center on Tuesday, 
November 3, 2015 for the purpose of electing a Mayor and six Councilmembers, as follows: 
 

A. The polls shall be open from 7:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. 
 
B. The Mayor shall be elected at large and one Councilmember for each ward shall be 

elected by the voters of that ward only;    
 

C. Votes shall be cast in the City Election by paper ballots; 
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 D. An instant runoff voting system shall be used to allow voters to rank candidates in 

order of choice; 
 
 E. Absentee voting shall be permitted and available to all eligible voters as set forth in 

Title 5, Elections, Chapter 5.20, Absentee Voting, of the Takoma Park Code; and 
 
 F. If necessary, an individual shall be permitted to cast a provisional ballot as set forth 

in Title 5, Elections, Chapter 5.22, Provisional Ballots, of the Takoma Park Code. 
 
 SECTION 3. Section 609 of the City Charter provides that early voting locations, days, 
hours and mechanisms shall be established for all elections. For the November 3, 2015 City 
Election, early voting shall begin on October 27 and end on November 1. The format for early 
voting will be substantially the same as if voting on Election Day. Days and locations of early 
voting shall be as follows: 
  
 A. On Wednesday, October 28, early voting will be available at the Takoma Park 

Community Center from 2:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. 
 
 B. On Thursday, October 29, early voting will be available at the Takoma Park 

Community Center from 2:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. 
 
 C. on Friday, October 30, early voting will be available at the Takoma Park Recreation 

Center, xxxx New Hampshire Avenue, from 2:00 p.m. to 8:00 p.m. 
 
 D. On Saturday, October 31, early voting will be available at a location in Ward 5 from 

10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. 
 
 E. On Sunday, November 1, early voting will be available at the Takoma Park 

Community Center, from 12:00 noon to 6:00 p.m. 
 
 SECTION 4.  The City Clerk shall provide paper ballots for the City Election and sufficient 
voting stations for use by voters.  Pursuant to Section xxx of the City Charter, the names of 
candidates for Mayor, arranged alphabetically, shall appear first on all ballots, followed by the 
names of candidates for Councilmember, arranged alphabetically, with each ward ballot displaying 
the names of candidates for that ward only.  The name of any candidate nominated at the 
Nominating Caucus who, within three days of the Nominating Caucus, files a written declination of 
candidacy with the City Clerk shall not appear on the ballot. 
 
 SECTION 5.  If any eligible person registers as a write-in candidate for Mayor or 
Councilmember in accordance with Section 605 of the City Charter, then the City Clerk shall 
arrange to have her/his name posted in the appropriate voting booth(s) for the purpose of identifying 
her/him as a candidate for office. 
 
 SECTION 6.  The City Clerk shall arrange for a space on the ballot for write-in votes. 
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 SECTION 7.  The City Clerk shall include on all ballots any advisory referendum question 
so adopted by resolution passed by a majority of the Council pursuant to Section 611 of the City 
Charter.  Any advisory referendum question shall appear last on all ballots, after the names of the 
candidates for Mayor and Councilmember. 
 
 SECTION 8.  Notice of the Nominating Caucus and the City Election shall be published in 
the Takoma Park Newsletter and at least once in the Washington Post Montgomery Edition during 
the two weeks prior to September 29, 2015.  In addition, a specimen ballot, showing the 
arrangement of the candidates' names, offices, Councilmember wards, and any advisory referendum 
questions which will appear on the City Election ballot, shall be published in the Takoma Park 
Newsletter preceding the election. 
 
 SECTION 9.  The City Clerk shall supply voter lists bearing the names and addresses of all 
eligible voters, as certified by the Montgomery County Board of Elections, and shall supply such 
lists to the Board of Elections on election day.  The voter information for all voters registered 
thorough the City Clerk's office shall be incorporated into the voter lists. 
 
 SECTION 10.  Eligible Takoma Park residents may register up to and including the day of 
the election, pursuant to Section 603 of the City Charter. 
 
 SECTION 11.  Members of the Takoma Park Board of Elections shall serve as Election 
Judges and shall recommend to the Council the names of additional persons to be designated as 
Election Judges for the 2015 City Election. The judges shall be appointed by resolution of the City 
Council.  Pursuant to Section 607(B) of the City Charter, any vacancy in the list of judges occurring 
between their appointment and the election shall be filled by the Mayor.  
 
 SECTION 12. Election Judges and other election workers will receive payment as follows: 
 
  A. Election Judges receive a stipend of $225 for working the full day of the election. 
Such judges must attend training and be available the night before the election for set up. 
 
  B. Early voting judges shall receive a stipend of $75 for each six-hour early voting 
session worked. 
 
  C. Election closers and ballot counters receive a stipend of $60 if performing both 
functions. Those serving as ballot counters only receive a stipend of $30. Closers and counters must 
attend training and participate with closing out the election and the counting of ballots.  
 
 SECTION 13.  Following the closing of the polls, the Election Judges shall ensure the 
secrecy of the ballot, correct counting of votes, the tabulating and recording of votes by ward for or 
against any candidate or question, and the prompt reporting of election returns after the official 
closing of the polls. 
 
 SECTION 14.  In each contest, the candidate receiving a majority of votes shall be declared 
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elected.  If no candidate receives a majority of first choices, the Election Judges shall conduct an 
instant runoff consisting of additional rounds of ballot counting as set out in Section 606(e) through 
606(h) of the City Charter.  Instructions provided to voters shall conform substantially to the 
specifications of Section 606(c) of the City Charter. 
 
 SECTION 15.  The Board of Elections shall meet in the Community Center – Sam Abbott 
Citizens’ Center on Wednesday, November 4, 2015, and shall determine and certify the results of 
the election to the Council, as provided in City Charter Section 613. 
 
 SECTION 16.  The Council shall hold a Special Meeting in the Community Center – Sam 
Abbott Citizens’ Center at 7:30 p.m. on Wednesday, November 4, 2015, to receive the certification 
of the election results from the Board of Elections. 
 
 SECTION 17.  This Ordinance shall become effective upon adoption. 
 
Adopted this ______ day of September, 2015 by roll-call vote as follows: 
 
AYE:   
NAY:  
ABSTAIN:  
ABSENT:  
 


