RANKED CHOICE OR SO CALLED “INSTANT RUNOFF” VOTING—

MUCH HARDER TO COUNT THAN 1-2-3
Janice Sears, 4503 Mial Plantation Road, Knightdale, NC  27545

I would first like to thank the Wake County Board of Elections and the State Board of Elections for inviting the pubic to weigh in on the recent pilot experiment conducted in Cary, North Carolina. This willingness to listen to the voters and the general public illustrates your commitment to serving the public and to work with us in order to fashion the best possible voting system for our state. 
The Wake County Board of Elections is well known for their steady and reliable commitment to open, honest and accurate elections.  I have attended their meetings, spoken to the Board Members individually and actually volunteered to work with them to help sort early vote ballots last January.  I therefore have first hand experience with their diligent efforts to make sure that our vote counting process is correct and transparent so that all voters will know that their votes were counted the same way that they were cast.
Wake County’s Board of Elections is known across the state for their extreme efficiency with the elections process.  They have a great commitment to keeping our elections process modern as well and this is why they have agreed from time to time to participate in pilot programs to try out new voting methods. 
Several years ago they agreed to try out touch screen voting machines.  This didn’t work out so well.  I believe I recall that the machines didn’t count the votes properly.  

Last fall our Wake County Board of Elections ran a pilot program for Ranked Choice or so-called “Instant Runoff” Voting with the Cary municipal elections.  This wasn’t easy since there is no software available to count the votes in the event that the voters’ second and third choices are brought into play in the event that there is no clear winner in a race. In the event that there was no clear winner, the second and third choices must be sorted and counted by hand.  This would seem to have the effect of tripling the amount of votes having to be counted for any given race.
There was one race which involved 3000 votes and had no clear winner.  Something went wrong with the initial vote count which required a re-count.  This resulted in a private re-count which was not announced to the public in advance so it was not possible for anyone from the public to observe the count.
It is hard to believe that such a thing could even happen in Wake County with their known commitment to openness and transparency of the vote counting process.  I don’t believe that there has ever been another instance where such a thing has occurred in our county.  It is so contrary to the firm standards of the Wake County Board of Elections that there is only one explanation as to how or why it happened.  .It happened because the Board was having such a struggle with having to do a ranked choice vote count to add in the second and third choices that in their heroic efforts to get it right, they simply forgot to follow their own rules.  
Evidently the ranked choice or so-called “instant runoff” method of counting votes is so complicated and confusing that even the best Board of Elections in the state cannot do it with even a very small number of ballots and still maintain their usual standard of openness and transparency.
Ranked Choice or so called “Instant Runoff” voting is much harder than “1-2-3”.  It is hard to count and it is hard to verify.  It is definitely not instant and there are questions about whether or not it is really a runoff.  Counting votes in this manner is complicated and confusing.  There is no federally certified software available to conduct an “instant runoff” or ranked choice vote count.  

We worked very hard in North Carolina to pass the Public Confidence in Elections law so that the voters of North Carolina could feel confident that their votes are counted the way that they are cast. 
Ranked Choice or so called “Instant Runoff” voting is hard to count accurately and makes it hard if not impossible to know whether or not your vote was counted according to your intent. 
It was so hard to use in Wake County that we lost our openness and transparency over 3000 votes.  Not all county boards of elections may be as well equipped or as committed to openness, accuracy and transparency.  Based on actual events where this type of vote counting has been tried, I believe it is too dangerous to use and could be disastrous if we attempt to use it for a bigger turnout or a statewide election.  The problems are likely to increase exponentially as the number of ballots increases.
Its proponents claim that the ranked choice or so-called “instant runoff” method of voting and counting votes saves money and that voters like it.  I do not believe that these two claims are enough to recommend it, even if they were accurate.  It is not certain that money is saved since the ballots are more expensive, it requires extensive voter education efforts, and now requires expensive and possibly illegal work-arounds to count the second and third choices.  Be that as it may, you cannot have democracy on the cheap.  What is the value of an accurate, transparent vote count?  
The claim that “voters like it” does not impress me because whether they like it or not has nothing to do with whether it is an accurate and effective way to conduct an election and count votes.  In my door to door canvassing across the state for the Public Confidence in Elections law, I actually encountered one person who did not want a voter verified paper ballot.  He “liked” voting on a touch screen machine even though there was no way he could tell if it recorded his vote correctly or at all.  From all accounts, some things that are very dangerous are seemingly pleasant—antifreeze evidently tastes very sweet so evidently the animals who drink it enjoy it quite a lot before it kills them.  I am sure that we want our voters to have a pleasant experience but that isn’t the main objective of an election.

A better question would be, “Is this a good way to conduct an election and count votes?”  One of the Cary Town Council members. Julie Robeson, stated that the town council members were told (presumably by the Board of Elections) that this method of voting would result in a winner with a clear majority of the votes.  This apparently cannot be guaranteed and what usually results is a winner with a plurality of votes.  A study of ranked choice runoffs from San Francisco even shows that the same plurality that existed before the “instant runoffs” is maintained after the second and third choices are counted, so whoever was in the lead before the extra choices are counted stays in the lead.  One of our state representatives, Nelson Dollar, stated that this is the only type of runoff that he has ever seen where the candidates do not both start with a zero vote count before the runoff votes are counted.  One of the campaign managers for a candidate who was in the runoff stated that his candidate was approached by both of her opponents who were trying to make some sort of deal to make sure that her supporters chose them for second place.  From all of these observations from actual people who run for elections, it appears that this method of conducting an election may have some serious problems.
The answer to the second part of the question—is it a good way to count votes—would have to be answered “No.”  At this time there is no federally certified software available to perform this type of vote sorting.  There is no software period to handle this type of vote sorting for North Carolina’s machines.  I have heard people say that we can fix that by lowering our standards.  If we have to lower our standards in order to accommodate a new way to sort and count our votes, I believe there is something wrong with that method of counting votes.
We have one of the best laws in the entire nation that keeps our vote count safe, accurate, and transparent.  We do not need to jeopardize the integrity of our votes with ranked choice voting—a method that is currently under scrutiny in at least one state for possibly being unconstitutional, and that is certainly in its present state of development too difficult and complicated to use without endangering the accuracy and transparency of our elections.
