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Good afternoon Chairperson Addabbo and committee members.  My name is DeNora Getachew, 
Director of Public Policy and Legislative Counsel of Citizens Union of the City of New York, an 
independent, nonpartisan civic organization of New Yorkers that promotes good government and 
advances political reform in our city and state.  For more than a century, Citizens Union has served 
as a watchdog for the public interest and an advocate for the common good.  I am joined here today 
by my colleague, Andrea Senteno, CU’s Program Associate.  I would like to thank the New York 
State Senate Standing Committee on Elections for holding this important hearing. Citizens Union 
appreciates the opportunity to testify today about the 2009 elections, the optical scan voting systems 
pilot program, and how best to reform New York’s runoff elections process to ensure that the 
candidate ultimately elected is one with support from a strong plurality or majority of voters. 
 
2009 Elections and Pilot Program  
The organization reiterates its testimony at the October 6th committee hearing, that as New York 
State continues to work towards full HAVA-compliance, under court and federal government 
oversight, Citizens Union remains committed to advocating for a transparent selection process for 
any new voting systems that are purchased and once selected, a comprehensive and far-reaching 
public education campaign will be vital to the transition’s success.  While Citizens Union has not 
participated in any comprehensive study of the success of the pilot program, we continue to 
encourage the New York State Board of Elections (State Board) and Board of Elections of the City 
of New York (City Board) to obtain all of the valuable data from those counties that did conduct a 
pilot roll out of the new machines to improve its operations in advance of full statewide 
implementation in 2010.   
 
Citizens Union also has encouraged the State and City Board to focus on educating voters about the 
transition to new machines during the coming months, as well as implement some of the Common 
Sense Steps for which the New York State Coalition for Voter Participation and Fair Elections have 
been advocating, such as placing sample ballots online and requiring all poll workers to complete 
training, modernizing the Boards’ use of technology to educate voters, and continuing to educate 
voters about the availability and use of already implemented ballot marking devices (BMD). Without 
a thoughtful and well executed plan in place now that can be tested and improved upon, the city will 
have lost a tremendous opportunity to ensure that poll workers and voters are prepared and 
educated about this new way of voting.   
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Runoff Elections – Instant Runoff Voting  
Citizens Union is currently studying instant runoff voting and working internally to finalize the 
organization’s position on this important, yet complex, reform initiative.  Therefore the organization 
cannot testify today definitively in support of or opposition to the legislation on the agenda.  That 
said, we would like to raise our concerns with respect to the procedural implications of repealing the 
current runoff provisions and replacing it with optional instant runoff voting programs as 
contemplated by the bills under consideration today.   
 
The current runoff provisions of the law were incorporated in the early 1970’s to ensure that 
candidates for citywide public office in New York City are elected with a strong plurality or majority 
of voter support.  For three decades these provisions have served to protect New Yorkers by 
ensuring that when a primary election candidate does not secure at least forty percent of the vote, 
the top two candidates move on to a runoff election. This system comes closer to ensuring that the 
citywide candidate ultimately elected has broad-based support.  Citizens Union believes it is of the 
utmost importance that we keep this provision of the law providing for a runoff because while it 
may not be ideal, especially when one considers the low voter turnout and high cost of conducting 
runoff elections, it is far better than the alternative in which counties would either have the option 
of instituting instant runoff voting (IRV) or the State Board would select which counties should 
participate in IRV.   We do not think it is acceptable to possibly allow a return to the practice of 
electing a citywide official with less than forty percent of the vote. 
 
Again, while Citizens Union does not have a definitive position regarding whether New York State 
should implement IRV, we are concerned that enacting S3584 would leave too much discretion to 
the local governing body to implement IRV or not.  Instead, Citizens Union believes these types of 
decisions should be made at the state level in a more standardized manner.  While the model 
contemplated in S3589 wherein the State Board determines which counties must implement IRV is 
only marginally more appealing, it too is flawed and leaves the process too open-ended.  Thus, for 
example, if the City Council decided not to implement IRV or the State Board decided not to 
mandate the City Board to participate in a pilot program the city’s voters would suffer because it 
does not serve voters well to have a representative who was elected by a small segment of the 
population.  Given the City Board’s track record with pilot programs, i.e. in 2006 scaling back the 
number of BMDs it implemented through a pilot program and in 2009 opting not to participate in 
the optical scan voting system pilot program, we believe that the City Board would strongly urge the 
City Council or the State Board against forcing it to implement IRV.  Given the City Board’s 
strength and bargaining power, it is possible that IRV would remain unimplemented.  Putting aside 
the substance of the 2006 BMD and 2009 optical scan pilot programs, the City Board often raises 
financial and logistical concerns with any pilot program and is often the first to limit its mandate 
rather than expand it, which could leave New York City without an important voter protection that 
is currently served by runoff elections.  
 
It is for these reasons that Citizens Union urges the committee and the bill sponsors to reconsider 
passing these bills that eliminate the current runoff elections until there is a mandatory system in 
place to ensure that any candidate who is elected to hold citywide office is elected with support from 
a strong plurality or majority of voters. 
  
Again, thank you for the opportunity to testify today, and we look forward to working with you and 
your colleagues to make progress on these and other important election reforms. 
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