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Andrea, 

 

Thank you to you and your colleagues at the Colorado Secretary of State's office for seeking 

comments on ranked voting methods in Colorado. 

 

My name is Rob Richie, executive director of FairVote, which is a non-profit, nonpartisan 

organization organized around the principle of seeking respect for every vote and every voice in 

our elections. We are a leading researcher and advocate about ranked voting methods and were a 

resource to the 2007 task force examining this issue in Colorado and the City of Aspen as it 

considered, adopted, implemented and evaluated instant runoff voting. 

 

I would be happy to address any specific questions that are raised about ranked voting systems 

and instant runoff voting in general and instant runoff voting in particular your report. In this 

letter I will: 

 

I.. Draw your attention to several pertinent resources on our website and other websites we have 

created 

II. Address some issues relating to instant runoff voting in Aspen and Colorado 

 

I. Links to several pertinent resources on our website and other websites we have create 
 

1. A report from Wake County (NC) on its implementation of instant runoff voting in Cary, 

North Carolina in 2007: 

http://www.instantrunoff.com/exitpoll.php 

 

2. Links to exit poll surveys from a number of communities implementing ranked voting: 

http://www.instantrunoff.com/exitpoll.php 

 

3. A discussion of election integrity and ranked voting elections 

http://www.fairvote.org/ranked-voting-and-election-integrity-2 

 

4. Discussion of the much-misunderstood issue of "non-monotonicity": 

http://www.fairvote.org/monotonicity-and-instant-runoff-voting/ 

 

5. A report done with the New America Foundation about ranked voting and racial minorities: 

http://archive.fairvote.org/?page=2290 

 

6. Answers to a number of concerns that have been raised about instant runoff voting: 
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http://www.irvfactcheck.com 

 

7. Four news releases done recently about ranked voting elections in  

North Carolina Court of Appeals Instant Runoff Election Results 

http://www.fairvote.org/nc-court-of-appeals-instant-runoff-election-results 
 

 

Cumberland County (NC) Instant Runoff Election Results 

http://www.fairvote.org/nc-12a-results 

Key Facts About the San Leandro (CA) Mayoral Election 

http://www.fairvote.org/san-leandro-facts 

Final Results in Oakland's First RCV Mayoral Election 

http://www.fairvote.org/oakland-rcv-final 

8. A website explaining the choice voting form of proportional voting, a ranked voting system 

also known as the "single transferable vote" that we would generally recommend for multi-seat 

elections that is used in nearly all elections in Ireland, in all local elections in Scotland, elections 

in Cambridge (MA) and a number of other places: 

www.choicevoting.com 

 

 

II. Some issues relating to instant runoff voting (IRV) in Aspen and Coloardo 
 

As you know, Aspen adopted instant runoff voting in 2007, used it in 2009 and repealed it in 

2010 (after losing an advisory measure to retain it by just a handful of votes in November 2009). 

The 2009 Aspen elections were highly competitive, generated the most voters in the city's history 

and were ultimately controversial.The post-election debate over "IRV" was an often vitriolic one, 

unfortunately, reflecting a number of inaccurate assessments of the elections. 

 

You may have seen letters that I sent to Aspen newspapers seeking to address some claims about 

how IRV worked. We also have information on our website about it. Rather than repeat this 

information, I thought I would touch on two concrete recommendations I would consider in the 

wake of the Aspen controversy: 

 

* Relating to claims in Aspen about voter secrecy being exposed by release of full ballot image 

data (the full rankings of each voter), I would seriously consider suggesting to jurisdictions that 

they do not release such data, but instead only releasing publicly the traditional round-by-round 

results. The jurisdictions of course should implement a post-election audit procedure to ensure 

confidence in the outcome that would likely include use of the ballot image data. 

 

* Relating to concerns raised about the multi-seat form of IRV developed in Aspen, I believe this 

method was defensible -- and indeed the closest approximate to the prior multi-seat runoff 

system that I have seen developed. That said, I believe jurisdictions using a ranked voting system 

for multi-seat elections should as their first choice implement the choice voting method of 

proportional voting and as their second choice use "numbered positions" with one seat elected 

for each position. If Aspen had used the latter system, for example, I believe it would still have 

IRV today. 
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* Relating to confidence in the system, I believe Aspen could have presented its results in a form 

that made it easier to understand the outcome -- such details ideally would be anticipated by 

jurisdictions, and it's an area where FairVote is devoting energy in 2011. 

 

We have much more to say about Aspen's elections and would be happy to discuss the topic in 

more details. 

 

 As to Colorado more generally, I wanted to touch base on two issues: 

 

* When keeping two-round runoffs, Colorado could consider advancing more than two 

candidates and use IRV in the final round: I believe jurisdictions that currently have runoff 

elections or are considering runoff elections should consider as an alternative implementing a 

system where three candidates (or perhaps more) advance to the runoff round rather than one 

candidate and then an instant runoff system (one where only a second choice would be needed) 

be used. Although losing some of the key benefits of ranked voting involving having a single 

round of voting rather than two, it has other values that deserve consideration. This paper 

discusses ways to improve the "Top Two" law in California that includes discussion of this point. 

 

Note that a three-candidate runoff would make it easy to implement a precinct-summable ballot 

that could be counted at no extra cost on current voting equipment. For an example of such a 

ballot, see the attached. 

 

* Our recommendations for ballot-counting in Portland (Maine) are pertinent for Colorado 

jurisdictions: See the attached paper for low-cost, but secure ways of tallying ranked voting 

elections. 

 

Thank you for this opportunity to submit information, and I would be pleased to have an 

opportunity to address any of these contents with you in more details. 

 

Sincerely yours, 

Rob Richie 

 

 

 

--  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

"Respect for Every Vote and Every Voice"  

 

Rob Richie 

Executive Director 

 

FairVote    

6930 Carroll Avenue, Suite 610 

Takoma Park, MD 20912 

www.fairvote.org  rr@fairvote.org 

(301) 270-4616 

 

Please support FairVote through action and tax-deductible donations -- see 

http://fairvote.org/donate. For federal employees, please consider  a gift to us through the 

Combined Federal Campaign (FairVote's  CFC number is 10132.) Thank you! 



Paired Choice Voting Ballot (three candidates) 
Instructions: 

1. You get to indicate a first choice  as well as a second choice   
2.  Fill in the oval next to the pair representing your first and second choices. 

3.  Fill in one oval only. 

Note: Indicating a 2nd choice does not count against your first choice.  

Vote                                                                         
Here         U.S House District 1             
 ▼ 

 Ryan O’Donnell  Mary Johnson  
                 Republican       Constitution 

 Ryan O’Donnell  Jack Santucci 
                 Republican                  Democrat 
 
  Ryan O’Donnell  [None] 
                 Republican 

 
 Mary Johnson  Ryan O’Donnell 

                  Constitution                Republican 

 Mary Johnson  Jack Santucci 
                  Constitution                Democrat 

 Mary Johnson   [None] 
                 Constitution 
 

 Jack Santucci   Ryan O’Donnell  
                  Democrat                    Republican 
 

 Jack Santucci   Mary Johnson 
                  Democrat                    Constitution 
 

 Jack Santucci   [None] 
           Democrat 

Fill in only one oval above. 



 
Options for Implementing Ranked Choice Voting 

Rob Richie, FairVote, www.fairvote.org 
 
Here is a short summary of options for administering ranked choice voting (RCV) 
elections in the event your current voting machines are not configured to run RCV 
elections. Note that each procedure should come with an audit procedure that is not 
detailed here. 
 
Two central count options: Manual counting (as done in Minneapolis in 2009) or 
manual sort followed by scanning (as done in North Carolina in 2007 and 2009) 
 
The simplest option for administering an RCV election is to collect ballots in a central 
location and count ballots by hand or with a hand sort followed by a machine count.  
 
Minneapolis in 2009 scanned first choices at precincts and conducted a hand-count in 
citywide election for mayor, 13 seats on the city council and several other offices. Former 
city elections director Patrick O'Connor, who oversaw this implementation of RCV, said 
in 2010: "I have had the great fortune to be a small part of what could easily be 
considered the most significant civic exercise in the history of Minnesota government: 
the implementation of the first Ranked Choice Voting election in Minneapolis and in 
Minnesota. We proved that it could be well administered, quickly and accurately counted, 
and that voters had little problem with the concept." 
 
RCV elections in North Carolina have used both central count approaches. In this 
interview, herie Poucher, executive director of the Wake County Board of Election, talks 
about her experience in the 2007 elections in Cary, where ranked choice voting (there 
called “instant runoff voting”) was used. 
 
http://archive.fairvote.org/?page=2543 
 
Cary is a city of more than 100,000 people that used RCV to elect its mayor and several 
city council seats. It developed a ballot that could be counted on existing voting 
equipment, with that equipment allowing three rows of choices to be counted on 
machine. All votes in the first choice row were tallied at the polls on existing equipment, 
with error notification for anyone voting for more than one candidate in the first choice 
row. 
 
In the Cary election, there was a first choice majority winner in the race for mayor and all 
the council races except one. In that one race, ballots were transported to a central 
counting place (using procedures that are carried out for all elections in the event of the 
need for a recount). Ballots were hand-sorted according to first choice. Ballots listing one 
of the two advancing candidates as a first choice were not recounted, Ballots listing the 
remaining candidates were allocated to the runoff candidates based on who was ranked 
next on the ballot and those ballots were hand-counted. 
 

http://archive.fairvote.org/?page=2543�


Wake County reports that this process was not difficult and that the total expenses 
necessary to implement IRV were $9,000. Those costs included an educational mailing to the 
residents of the Town and approximately $500 for the hand sort and count of the District B race 
ballots. 
 
In 2010, North Carolina held a statewide RCV election for a vacancy on the state’s Court 
of Appeals. More than 1.9 million valid ballots were cast in this race, and more than one 
million ballots were cast on optical scan ballots. The procedure used centrally in each 
county was similar to what was done for Cary in 2007, but instead of hand-counting, 
ballots were rescanned to count second or third choices based on where one of the runoff 
candidates was ranked on each ballot. The North Carolina State board of Elections Gary 
Bartlett commented that the RCV process went smoothly, as discussed in this article: 
 
http://www.pewcenteronthestates.org/uploadedFiles/wwwpewcenteronthestatesorg/Repor
ts/Electionline_Reports/electionlineWeekly12.02.10.pdf 
 
Using a private vendor for a centrally scanned count (as done in Takoma Park, 
Maryland) 
 
Jurisdictions that are not limited to using voting systems that have federal and/or state 
certification could worth with an independent vendor in a central count. It would run its 
elections just as usual, with a sensible ranked choice voting design, and count first 
choices as usual on its current machines. If there were no majority winner, ballots would 
then be collected centrally, where the independent vendor would use its system to scan 
the ballots and generate the RCV results. 
 
Takoma Park (MD) used such an approach in 2007 with a company called True Ballot, 
which mostly does private elections such as for unions. Its system has also been used by 
Aspen (CO). Here is what its representative Caleb Kleppner sent in January 2010 
response to my query about its potential availability in the city of Portland, Maine: 
 
 We would propose the same process we used in Aspen, Colorado. Aspen used its voting 
equipment to count the non-IRV race on the ballot, to provide error notification ("second 
chance voting") to voters voting in precincts, and to provide unofficial first choices for 
the two IRV races on the ballot (mayor and city council). After polls closed, the city 
removed the ballots from the voting equipment and delivered the ballots to us for 
scanning. We used image scanners to create digital images of each ballot, which we then 
immediately returned to the city for sealing and storage. After imagine the ballots, we 
processed the images to detect the voters' marks, reviewed the images to ensure that we 
counted each ballot as the voter intended, automatically produces rankings for the IRV 
tally, exported the rankings, ran ChoicePlus Pro (the open source software used by 
Burlington and Cambridge) and produced results. We scanned 2,544 ballots on two 
scanners and produced full IRV results in the mayor's race 3 hours after polls closed. 
 
There are several benefits to our approach. First, because we create a digital image of 
the entire ballot, we have enormous flexibility in terms of ballot layout and rankings. In 
particular, we can combine both ranked choice and non-ranked choice races on the same 

http://www.pewcenteronthestates.org/uploadedFiles/wwwpewcenteronthestatesorg/Reports/Electionline_Reports/electionlineWeekly12.02.10.pdf�
http://www.pewcenteronthestates.org/uploadedFiles/wwwpewcenteronthestatesorg/Reports/Electionline_Reports/electionlineWeekly12.02.10.pdf�


ballots. Second, we produce open format data that allows anyone to verify every ballot 
and every step of the IRV tallying process. Third, we provide a tabulation that is 
independent of the original system. In Aspen, the city discovered that 11 out of 2,544 
(0.4%) ballots that were fed into the Premier Accu-Votes did not register. Those ballots 
would have been lost except that we had digital photographs of all 2,544 ballots and 
hence counted the correctly. Finally, we are probably less expensive than any other 
option. We charged Aspen $7,500 plus travel expenses. Portland's election is bigger, but 
we could still scan all the ballots on 4 scanners in under two hours. I suspect that we 
would charge Portland more than $7,500 but depending on the specific services required, 
it probably wouldn't be more than $10-12,000. 
 
There are other vendors that could do this work as well. For example, Takoma Park in 
2009 worked with a nonprofit company called Scantegrity which also was able to scan 
the ballots and was ready to do an RCV tally if necessary. 
Exporting data from new machines for a count using commercial, off-the-shelf 
software (similar to method used in Hendersonville, North Carolina): 
 
Many states are purchasing new digital scanning machines. Those machines almost 
certainly will be capturing the image of each ballot and able to export data from that 
process into a format that can be ready by a commercial, off-the-shelf software product 
such as Excel. At least one company selling digital scanners- -- Dominion, which is one 
of two companies certified to sell voting machines in New York State and in 2010 
purchased both Premier and Sequoia –  is able to do this with its current system. 
(Dominion also reports that its next generation of equipment that it has submitted for 
certification will come more directly ready to run ranked choice voting elections, and we 
suspect ES&S will follow suit, given the rapid rise in interest in RCV in the United States 
and abroad). 
 
Note that the North Carolina State Board of Elections developed a similar process for 
RCV elections in Hendersonville (NC) in 2007 and 2009 and used it in the 2010 
statewide IRV elections. Hendersonville votes on an Ivotronic Direct Recording 
Electronic (DRE) machines that, like a digital scanner, capture ballot images. The State 
Board certified a process for exporting this data into an Excel spreadsheet for an RCV 
count if one were needed. (Note that voters in Hendersonville expressed clear majority 
support for IRV over their previous system in exit polls in 2007 and 2009.) 
 
This approach would mean that all ballots would be counted at the polls on the same 
machines. Implementation costs would be minor after establishing the data conversion 
process. 
  
 
For more information: 
 
If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact Rob Richie at FairVote (rr [at] 
fairvote.org, (301) 270-4616.) 
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