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I. INTRODUCTION
On June 7, 2023, the Committee on Governmental Operations, chaired by Council Member Sandra Ung, will hold an oversight hearing on improving voter turnout in municipal elections. In addition, the Committee will hear Int. 348, sponsored by Council Member Powers, in relation to classifying credit card processing fees and bank fees as exempt expenditures and Res. 646, sponsored by Council Member Ung, calling on the New York State Legislature to pass, and the voters to approve, an amendment to the New York State Constitution to move New York City elections to even-numbered years to coincide with Gubernatorial elections. Among those invited to testify are the Campaign Finance Board, the Civic Engagement Commission, advocacy organizations, and other members of the public.
II. BACKGROUND
a. Voter Turnout in NYC
Voting is the cornerstone of our democracy, but it was not always available to everyone. It was not until the passage of the 15th Amendment in 1869 that Black men could vote, and women were not granted the franchise until 1920. Despite the long history of the fight for this fundamental right, many people still fail to vote. 
While a majority of New York City voters turn out to vote in Presidential elections, far fewer vote in state elections and turnout for municipal elections is consistently abysmal. Turnout in New York City for municipal elections that include the Mayor, the Comptroller, the Public Advocate, City Council Members and Borough Presidents has averaged less than 30% since 2001.[footnoteRef:2] Over that same time period, turnout in Presidential elections have averaged over 60%, and in years in which there is a Gubernatorial election turnout has averaged over 35%.[footnoteRef:3] Low turnout means that elected officials are ultimately accountable to only a small number of voters.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  New York City Campaign Finance Board 2022-2023 Voter Analysis Report available at https://www.nyccfb.info/pdf/2022-2023_VoterAnalysisReport.pdf.]  [3: Id.]  [4:  Kaminsky, Dan and Ben Weinberg. “Moving Municipal Elections to Even-Numbered Years.” Citizens Union, Dec 2022.] 

Over the past several years, the New York State Legislature has passed several measures designed to make voting easier, including early voting, pre-registration for 16- and 17-year olds, and improved absentee voting. While these reforms may have had other benefits, they do not appear to have had a significant impact on turnout in municipal elections. In 2021, a year in which the City elected a new Mayor, a new Comptroller, 4 new Borough Presidents, and where most of City Council districts were electing a new representative, only 26.5% of eligible New Yorker’s voted in the primary, and 23% went to the polls for the general election.[footnoteRef:5] While the turnout rate in the primary was the highest in several decades, turnout in the general election was a historic low.[footnoteRef:6]  [5: Board of Elections of the City of New York Annual Report 2021 available at https://vote.nyc/sites/default/files/pdf/annualreports/BOE_Annual_Report_2021_ONLINE_COMPLETE.pdf ]  [6:  New York City Campaign Finance Board 2021-2022 Voter Analysis Report available at https://www.nyccfb.info/pdf/2021-2022_VoterAnalysisReport.pdf] 

The turnout disparity between boroughs was significant for both the primary and general election in 2021. For the primary, turnout was highest in Manhattan (33.4%) and lowest in the Bronx (19.1%).[footnoteRef:7] During the general election, it was once again lowest in the Bronx, where only 17% of registered voters went to the polls, but highest in Staten Island, where 34% of registered voters turned out to vote.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Id.]  [8:  Board of Elections of the City of New York Annual Report 2021 available at https://vote.nyc/sites/default/files/pdf/annualreports/BOE_Annual_Report_2021_ONLINE_COMPLETE.pdf] 

Younger voters also failed to turn out in large numbers in 2021. Only 11.1% of registered voters aged 18-29 voted in the 2021 general election[footnoteRef:9], while more than 35% of registered voters aged 60-69 showed up to the polls that year.[footnoteRef:10] In 2020 over 59% of voters aged 18-29 voted in the Presidential election.[footnoteRef:11] Studies have shown that young voters and voters of color are disproportionately more likely to turnout in higher turnout elections, like Presidential or even Gubernatorial elections and are less likely than other groups to vote in low turnout local elections.[footnoteRef:12]   [9:  New York City Campaign Finance Board 2021-2022 Voter Analysis Report available at https://www.nyccfb.info/pdf/2021-2022_VoterAnalysisReport.pdf ]  [10:  Id.]  [11:  New York City Campaign Finance Board 2020-2021 Voter Analysis Report available at https://www.nyccfb.info/pdf/2020-2021_Voter-Analysis-Report.pdf]  [12:  Kaminsky, Dan and Ben Weinberg. “Moving Municipal Elections to Even-Numbered Years.” Citizens Union, Dec 2022.] 

b. The Campaign Finance Board’s Efforts to Improve Turnout 
The New York City Charter tasks the Campaign Finance Board (CFB) with voter education and engagement.[footnoteRef:13] A significant part of this mandate includes promoting voter turnout, both on a citywide basis and among underrepresented groups.[footnoteRef:14] Through its own internal research, the CFB has identified the following groups of New Yorkers as being particularly underrepresented in the electorate:   [13:  See, e.g., Charter § 1052(b) and (e); § 1053; § 1054; § 1057-G(h).. ]  [14:   Charter § 1054(b).] 

· Voters under the age of 30;
· Immigrant voters, including New Americans, and voters with limited English proficiency; 
· Voters with disabilities; and 
· Voters with a criminal or felony conviction.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  2022–2023 Voter Analysis Report at 40.] 

The CFB has also conducted research into systemic barriers that prevent voters from participating in local elections. According to the CFB’s 2021 Voter Analysis Report,
What we hear most often is that voters lack the information they need to meaningfully participate, such as information about what offices are on the ballot, which candidates are running, and how local elections can make a difference in their everyday lives and impact the issues that they care about. This of course intersects with other barriers that voters face, such as the lack of translation and language support for people with limited English proficiency (LEP), as well as inaccessible voter information and voting options.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  2021–2022 Voter Analysis Report at 24.] 

To help address these barriers and improve turnout, the CFB, through its “NYC Votes” initiative, conducts a variety of education and outreach activities, which are briefly summarized below.  
i. Get Out the Vote Ad Campaigns and Outreach
	To encourage eligible voters to head to the polls, the CFB conducts a multi-media advertising campaign in advance of each election. In recent years, these campaigns have included advertisements online, in public spaces, and in print, TV, and radio.[footnoteRef:17] The CFB places digital ads and posts content on various online platforms, including YouTube, Google, Instagram, Facebook, Twitter, Snapchat, Twitch, and TikTok.[footnoteRef:18] Their ads in public spaces appear on subway entrances, bus shelters, laundromats, and mobile billboards, among other locations.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  2022–2023 Voter Analysis Report at 11.]  [18:  Id. at 11, 13.]  [19:  Id. at 11.] 

In 2021, the CFB had an advertising budget of $1.9 million, and their campaign delivered over 200 million impressions (over 100 million for the June primaries, and over 100 million more for the general election).[footnoteRef:20] Between May 14 and November 2, 2021, the CFB’s NYC Votes website—which includes the online version of the Voter Guide, information about ranked choice voting, and other resources—had over 985,000 unique visitors.[footnoteRef:21] The CFB earmarked 10% of its advertising budget in 2021 for messages in languages other than English, which resulted in 7 million impressions from community and ethnic media.[footnoteRef:22] In addition, roughly 90,000 visitors accessed translated version of the NYC Votes website.[footnoteRef:23] [20:  2021–2022 Voter Analysis Report at 26.]  [21:  Id. ]  [22:  Id.]  [23:  Id.] 

	To supplement its advertising campaigns, the CFB also conducts direct outreach, primarily via text and email.[footnoteRef:24] In 2021, the CFB partnered with DemocracyNYC to text every eligible voter in the City with a cell phone.[footnoteRef:25] The CFB also performed targeted text banking, focusing on younger voters and voters in “priority neighborhoods.” In total, the CFB sent over one million text messages in 2021.[footnoteRef:26] [24:  2022–2023 Voter Analysis Report at 13.]  [25:  2021–2022 Voter Analysis Report at 32.]  [26:  Id. at 32.] 

ii. Voter Guide
For each primary, general, and special election held in the City, the CFB produces a Voter Guide to inform New Yorkers about the candidates and referenda on the ballot.[footnoteRef:27] In years when there are local contests[footnoteRef:28] on the ballot, the CFB mails a printed version of the Voter Guide to every household in the City with at least one registered voter.[footnoteRef:29] In addition, the CFB publishes an online version of the Voter Guide for every election, regardless of whether there are any local contests on the ballot.[footnoteRef:30] For the 2021 municipal elections, the CFB mailed Voter Guides to approximately 4.8 million households—once in advance of the June primaries, and then again in advance of the general election.[footnoteRef:31]  [27:  Charter § 1054(b).]  [28:  For this purpose, a local contest includes any election for the office of Mayor, Comptroller, Public Advocate, Borough President, or City Council Member, as well as any municipal referendum. ]  [29:  Charter § 1054(b)(1).]  [30:  Charter § 1054(b)(2).]  [31:  2021–2022 Voter Analysis Report at 27.] 

At the end of the 2018-2021 session, the Council passed Local Law 48 of 2022, which significantly expanded the language access requirements for the Voter Guide. Thanks to this local law—which became effective on January 1, 2023—the Voter Guide will now be made available in English and each of the ten designated citywide languages,[footnoteRef:32] which currently include Spanish, Chinese, Korean, Bengali, French, Haitian Creole, Urdu, Polish, Russian, and Arabic.[footnoteRef:33] Previously, the Voter Guide was only available in English, Spanish, Chinese, Korean, and Bengali.[footnoteRef:34] Local Law 48 also requires the candidate videos that appear in the online version of the Voter Guide to include closed captioning, which must be available in English and each of the designated citywide languages, as well as American Sign Language translation.[footnoteRef:35] [32:  Id..]  [33:  NYC Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, Language and Disability Access, https://www1.nyc.gov/site/immigrants/about/language-and-disability-access.page (last accessed May 25, 2023).]  [34:  See NYC Campaign Finance Board, NYC's Official Voter Guide is Now Available, https://www.nyccfb.info/media/press-releases/nyc-official-voter-guide-2021/ (last visited June 5, 2023).]  [35:  Local Law 48, 2022.] 

iii. Candidate Debates
The CFB is responsible for organizing the official candidate debates for citywide elections.[footnoteRef:36] Candidates running for Mayor, Comptroller, or Public Advocate who receive public matching funds are required to participate, provided they qualify.[footnoteRef:37] In order to qualify for the debates, candidates must meet certain nonpartisan, objective, and non-discriminatory criteria.[footnoteRef:38] [36:  Admin Code § 3-709.5.]  [37:  Admin Code § 3-709.5(1)(a).]  [38:  Admin Code § 3-709.5(5)(b).] 

During the 2021 election cycle, the CFB organized three mayoral debates and two Comptroller debates for the democratic primaries, as well as two mayoral debates for the general election. The following chart provides details on each of these debates:[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Data from 2021–2022 Voter Analysis Report at 29-30.] 

	Date in 2021
	Race
	Sponsor
	Viewership
	Number of Participating Candidates

	May 13
	Dem. Primary for Mayor
	Spectrum News NY1
	59,236 households
	8

	June 2
	Dem. Primary for Mayor
	WABC
	681,580 (television only)
	8

	June 10
	Dem. Primary for Comptroller
	Spectrum News NY1
	23,000 households
	8

	June 16
	Dem. Primary for Mayor
	WNBC/Telemundo
	479,203 total viewers (all platforms)
	8

	June 20
	Dem. Primary for Comptroller
	WNBC/Telemundo
	217,000 total viewers (all platforms)
	8

	Oct. 20
	Gen. Election for Mayor
	WNBC/Telemundo
	1,308,329 total viewers (all platforms)
	2

	Oct. 26
	Gen. Election for Mayor
	WABC
	1,017,568 viewers in the 18+ demographic
	2


iv. The Youth Ambassador Program
Each year, the CFB offers paid internships to New Yorkers aged 14 to 19 through its Youth Ambassador Program. Interns in the program share non-partisan election and voting information with their peers, participate in projects with CFB staff, attend weekly educational field trips related to local government, complete research projects on state and local policy issues, and host get-out-the-vote events.[footnoteRef:40]  [40:  NYC Votes, 2023 NYC Votes Youth Ambassador Application, https://nycvotes.nyccfb.info/2023_nyc_votes_youth_ambassador_application_1?_gl=1*wrdyx6*_ga*MTE4MTc5NzExNi4xNjc3MjY5Njkw*_ga_M27JH7SCZ8*MTY4NTA0MjMwOS4xNi4xLjE2ODUwNDI2NTIuMi4wLjA (last accessed May 25, 2023); NYC Votes, NYC Votes Youth Ambassadors, https://www.nycvotes.org/get-involved/youth-programs/nyc-votes-youth-ambassadors/ (last accessed May 25, 2023). ] 

During the 2021 election season, 15 interns participated in the program, including six from the Bronx, four from Brooklyn, one from Manhattan, two from Queens, and two from Staten Island. Two-thirds of the interns spoke languages other than English, including Spanish, Arabic, Bengali, Cantonese, Russian, and American Sign Language. [footnoteRef:41] Among other activities, the interns hosted 27 get-out-the-vote events throughout the City, reaching over 1,000 youth and community members.[footnoteRef:42] [41:  2021–2022 Voter Analysis Report at 31-32.]  [42:  Id.] 

v. Ranked Choice Voting Education 
	In advance of the 2021 primaries, the CFB conducted a multi-faceted outreach and education campaign to familiarize voters with ranked choice voting.[footnoteRef:43] The Committee on Governmental Operations reviewed this effort in detail in a separate oversight hearing on September 30, 2022. Additional information can be found in the Committee Report, testimony, and transcript from that hearing.[footnoteRef:44] [43:  Id. at 33-35.]  [44:  These documents are available at: https://legistar.council.nyc.gov/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=5779126&GUID=46B06367-3A61-429C-AFBA-A2EBB0BBAD73&Options=&Search= ] 

a. The Campaign Finance Board’s Recommendation for Structural Reform 
In addition to tasking the CFB with voter education and engagement, the Charter also requires the CFB to issue policy recommendations for improving voter turnout. In its 2022-2023 Voter Analysis Report, the CFB has recommended moving municipal election to even-numbered years.[footnoteRef:45]  [45:  New York City Campaign Finance Board 2022-2023 Voter Analysis Report available at https://www.nyccfb.info/pdf/2022-2023_VoterAnalysisReport.pdf..] 

The New York State Constitution has mandated that New York City municipal elections take place during off-numbered years since 1894.[footnoteRef:46] Prior to 1894, the schedule of municipal elections changed several times, depending on who was in power and which timing they found politically advantageous.[footnoteRef:47] Municipal elections were ultimately moved to off-years for good by reformers seeking to reduce the influence of corrupt political machines such as Tammany Hall. [46:  Williams, Keith. “The Odd Timing of City Elections in New York.” The New York Times, 07 Sep 2017 available at https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/07/nyregion/city-elections-in-new-york-odd-numbered-years.html]  [47: Id.] 

This timing has resulted in a wide gap in turnout between state and federal elections and municipal elections.[footnoteRef:48] In 2020, a Presidential election year, 61.9% of New Yorkers went to the polls.[footnoteRef:49] In 2021 only 23% of voters turned out for the citywide elections[footnoteRef:50] and in 2022, with the Governor at the top of the ticket, turnout ticked up to 38.3%.[footnoteRef:51]  [48:  New York City Campaign Finance Board 2022-2023 Voter Analysis Report available at https://www.nyccfb.info/pdf/2022-2023_VoterAnalysisReport.pdf.]  [49:  New York City Campaign Finance Board 2020-2021 Voter Analysis Report available at https://www.nyccfb.info/pdf/2020-2021_Voter-Analysis-Report.pdf]  [50:  New York City Campaign Finance Board 2021-2022 Voter Analysis Report available at https://www.nyccfb.info/pdf/2021-2022_VoterAnalysisReport.pdf]  [51:  New York City Campaign Finance Board 2022-2023 Voter Analysis Report available at https://www.nyccfb.info/pdf/2022-2023_VoterAnalysisReport.pdf] 

Low turnout in odd-numbered election years is not a problem that is unique to New York City. An analysis by Citizen Union found that the six largest cities in the United States that hold their municipal elections in odd-numbered years had significantly lower turnout rates than the six largest cities that hold their elections in even-numbered years.[footnoteRef:52]  [52:  Kaminsky, Dan and Ben Weinberg. “Moving Municipal Elections to Even-Numbered Years.” Citizens Union, Dec 2022 available at https://citizensunion.org/portfolio-item/cu-report-moving-municipal-elections-to-even-numbered-years/] 

Average turnout in mayoral elections in even-year and odd-year cities[footnoteRef:53] [53:  Id.] 


	Cities with Even-Year Elections
	Cities with Odd-Year Elections

	City
	Average turnout
	City
	Average turnout

	San Diego, CA
	75%
	New York, NY
	27%

	San Jose, CA
	49%
	Los Angeles, CA
	24%

	Honolulu, HI
	64%
	Chicago, IL
	38%

	Portland, OR
	73%
	Houston, TX
	19%

	Baton Rouge, LA
	57%
	Philadelphia, PA
	24%

	Richmond, VA
	73%
	San Antonio, TX
	10%



In recent years, several large cities with similarly low-turnout odd-numbered year elections have moved their municipal elections to even-numbered years. These cities have uniformly had their turnout rates improve. When Baltimore moved their municipal elections to align with Presidential elections, their turnout rate jumped from 13.3% to over 60%[footnoteRef:54] When Los Angeles moved their municipal elections from odd- to even-numbered years, turnout in every City Council district at least doubled, and in some districts was up 4 times what it had been in the last election prior to the change.[footnoteRef:55] [54:  New York City Campaign Finance Board 2022-2023 Voter Analysis Report available at https://www.nyccfb.info/pdf/2022-2023_VoterAnalysisReport.pdf]  [55:  Regardie, Jon. “How One Big Change Made a Huge Impact on Elections in Los Angeles.” Los Angeles Magazine, 01 Oct 2020 available at https://www.lamag.com/citythinkblog/how-one-big-change-made-a-huge-impact-on-elections-in-los-angeles/] 

Off-cycle, odd-year elections also have consequences beyond low turnout. Holding multiple election increases the mental and time cost of voting.  Voters have to learn where and when to vote and make an extra trip to the polls. For high-propensity voters, who are likely to be older, whiter and wealthier, this cost may be easily absorbed. Low-propensity voters, who are generally younger, poorer and more likely to be minorities, may be less able to shoulder the additional costs of voting in off-cycle elections and are therefore less likely to vote.[footnoteRef:56] This can lead to an electorate that is less representative of the population of the City as a whole.  [56:  Hajnal, Zoltan, Vladimir Kogan, and G. Austin Markarian. “Who Votes: City Election Timing and Voter Composition.” American Political Science Review, 16 Jul 2021 available at https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3888349] 

Off-cycle elections also increase the cost of election administration.[footnoteRef:57] The New York City Board of Elections spends millions of dollars administering elections in odd-numbered years. Consolidating elections into even-numbered years would eliminate some of that cost and allow the Board to “concentrate on delivering crucial election services in dedicated election years.”[footnoteRef:58] [57:  Williams, Keith. “The Odd Timing of City Elections in New York.” The New York Times, 07 Sep 2017 available at https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/07/nyregion/city-elections-in-new-york-odd-numbered-years.html]  [58:  New York City Campaign Finance Board 2022-2023 Voter Analysis Report available at https://www.nyccfb.info/pdf/2022-2023_VoterAnalysisReport.pdf] 


III. LEGISLATIVE ANALYSIS
Int. 348
	Int. 348 would exempt credit card fees paid on campaign contributions from the expenditure limitations for candidates participating in the City’s matching funds program. The bill would take effect 120 days after becoming law and would apply to any expenditure, including an expenditure made prior to such effective date, made in furtherance of an election occurring after such effective date.









Int. No. 348

By Council Members Powers, Yeger, Joseph, Abreu, Sanchez and Ung

..Title
A Local Law to amend the administrative code of the city of New York, in relation to classifying credit card processing fees and bank fees as exempt expenditures
..Body

Be it enacted by the Council as follows:
Section 1. Section 3-706 of the administrative code of the city of New York is amended by adding a new subdivision 6 to read as follows:
6. Expenditures for credit card processing fees for contributions received by the candidate and his or her principal committee and for any bank fees shall not be limited by the expenditure limitation of paragraph a of subdivision 1 of this section.
§ 2. This local law takes effect 120 days after it becomes law, except that section one of this local law shall apply to any expenditure made prior to the effective date in furtherance of a covered election that occurs after such effective date. 
Session 12 
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Res. No. 646

..Title
Resolution calling on the New York State Legislature to pass, and the voters to approve, an amendment to the New York State Constitution to move New York City elections to even-numbered years to coincide with Gubernatorial elections.
..Body

By Council Members Ung, Louis, Ossé and Restler

Whereas, In New York City elections for Mayor, Public Advocate, Comptroller, City Council and Borough Presidents are held on odd-numbered years; and
Whereas, New York City elections have been held in odd-numbered years since 1894; and
Whereas, In New York elections for all statewide officials, Assembly Members and State Senators are held on even-numbered years; and
Whereas, Presidential elections are held on even-numbered years; and
Whereas, Elections for United States Congress are held on even-numbered years; and
Whereas, In 2021, a year where New Yorkers were electing a new Mayor, a new Comptroller, four new Borough Presidents and new Council members in many districts only 23% of registered voters cast a ballot; and
Whereas, Over the past 20 years, turnout in New York City for state elections has averaged 35.6%; and
Whereas, Over the past 20 years, turnout in New York City in municipal elections has averaged less than 30%; and
Whereas, Over the past 20 years, turnout in New York City for Presidential elections has averaged 60.7%; and
Whereas, According to Citizens Union, cities that have moved local elections from odd- to even-years have all seen increased turnout; and
Whereas, Moving municipal elections in New York City to even-numbered to coincide with Gubernatorial elections would likely increase voter turnout; and
Whereas, Voters in Gubernatorial elections tend to be more demographically representative of the electorate as a whole; and
Whereas, Data suggests that turnout would increase the most for younger voters and voters of color if municipal elections were to be moved to even-numbered years; and 
Whereas, Additional election cycles require voters to expend additional resources to learn how and where to vote and to make an additional trip to the polls; and
Whereas, When Representatives are elected by a small number of voters they are only accountable to a limited portion of their constituents; and
Whereas, Consolidating elections into even-numbered years to coincide with Gubernatorial elections will greatly decrease the cost of election administration; now, therefore, be it
Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls on the New York State Legislature to pass, and the voters to approve, an amendment to the New York State Constitution to move New York City elections to even-numbered years to coincide with Gubernatorial elections.
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