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N O N-PA R T I S A N  E L E C T I O N  A D M I N I S T R AT I O N

•	 Election administration should not be affected by partisan goals.
•	 Partisan election administration increases the risk of 

disenfranchisement.
•	 Non-partisan election administration boosts faith and confidence in the 

electoral process and promotes fair and accurate electoral results.

If anything should be free from politics or partisan fighting, it should 
be our election administration. Regardless of political ideology, 
everyone can agree that our elections should be conducted in a 
non-partisan and transparent manner. Yet, in counties and states 

around the country, election administrators are elected or partisan ap-
pointees. This dynamic is a recipe for potential conflicts of interest. The 
PCEA determined that “because the selection of election officials on a 
partisan basis can risk public confidence in the quality and impartiality 
of administration, the responsible department or agency in every state 
should have on staff individuals chosen solely on the basis of experience 
and expertise.”1 Running elections should be separated from running for 
office. 

The role of election administrators is significant: They oversee all 
aspects of conducting elections and implementing election policies and 
procedures at the state and local level.2 On the local level, election admin-
istrators determine who can vote, where they can vote, and how they can 
vote. Their responsibilities include maintaining voter registration lists, 
drawing precincts, selecting polling place sites, procuring equipment, 
recruiting and training poll workers, canvassing the vote, and evaluating 
and implementing improvements to the electoral process itself.3 

At the state level, election administration covers a spectrum of elec-
tion-related logistics, including the maintenance of the state-wide voter 
registration file and the implementation of federal and state laws and pol-
icies concerning elections.4 This can include ballot design, polling place 
hours, and provisional ballot use. The importance of keeping the process 
non-partisan and independent to maintain the voting public’s confidence 
in the voting process cannot be overstated.

The consequences of partisan politics creeping into election adminis-
tration are grave. The 2004 Ohio experience shows what happens when 
politics enters the who, when, and where of election administration. In 
2004, Ohio’s top election official, Kenneth Blackwell, was also the co-
chair of President Bush’s re-election committee.5 As Secretary of State, 
Blackwell had broad powers to interpret and implement state and federal 
election laws covering everything from processing voter registrations to 
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conducting official recounts.6 Blackwell was vocal about his strong parti-
san views and publicly denounced John Kerry as “an unapologetic liberal 
Democrat.”7 An investigation by Rep. John Conyers looked into more than 
50,000 complaints from voters and concluded that the voting problems 
that arose were “caused by intentional misconduct and illegal behavior, 
much of it involving Secretary of State J. Kenneth Blackwell.”8

A similar situation arose four years earlier in Florida in 2000. Contro-
versy surrounded the state’s recount and the Secretary of State, Kather-
ine Harris, was at the center of controversy due to irregularities in vote 
counting and election administration. In addition to overseeing the state’s 
election administration, Harris was also co-chair of George W. Bush’s 
Florida campaign.9 An extensive investigation by the U.S. Commission on 
Civil Rights into Florida’s election found that there was, in fact, widespread 
disenfranchisement due to restrictive statutory provisions, wide-ranging 
errors and inadequate and unequal resources in election administration.10

Through their investigation, the commission found that African Amer-
icans voters were nearly ten times more likely than white voters to have 
their ballots rejected.11 African American voting districts were also dis-
proportionately hindered by antiquated and error-prone equipment and 
poorer counties, especially those with higher populations of people of 
color, were more likely to use voting systems with higher spoilage rates 
than more affluent counties with higher populations of white voters.12 
African-Americans were also disproportionately purged from voter rolls.13 
The Commission concluded by recommending non-partisan election ad-
ministration for full accountability and transparency.14
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Current Best Practice
The most advanced model for non-partisan election admin-

istration is Wisconsin. A recent review of Wisconsin’s Govern-
ment Accountability Board (GAB) found that it was a genuinely 
nonpartisan institution whose decisions did not favor either 
major party.15 Both parties were at times satisfied and dissatisfied 
by the GAB’s action, but more importantly, the GAB fairly and 
evenhandedly interpreted and implemented the elections laws it 
is charged with implementing.16 The review concluded that the 
GAB’s, “manner of decision making has been meticulous, careful, 
and judicious,” and “The GAB thus serves as a worthy model for 
the remaining 49 states, all of which still have partisan or biparti-
san chief election authorities—despite the emerging international 
consensus that independence from partisan politics is essential 
to proper election administration.”17

Wisconsin’s GAB is made up of six former judges that are 
nominated by a panel of four state Appeals Court judges, ap-
pointed by the Governor, and confirmed by the Senate.18 Each 
Board member serves staggered six year terms with one mem-
ber’s term expiring each year. 

To prevent any potential conflicts of interest, the GAB has 
several restrictions. For one, no Board members may hold 
another office or position that is a state public office or a local 
public office, except the office of circuit judge or court of appeals 
judge.19 In addition, no member, while serving on the board, may 
become a candidate for state office or local office.

GAB members cannot have been a member of a political party 
or an officer/member of a committee in any partisan political 
club or organization for one year immediately prior to the date of 
nomination.20 No member may make a contribution to a candi-
date, for state office or local office while serving on the board or 
12 months prior to that service.21 Finally, GAB members cannot 
be a lobbyist or an employee of a principal, except for serving as 
a circuit judge or court of appeals judge.22
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P R I N C I P L E S  F O R  N O N - P A R T I S A N 
E L E C T I O N  A D M I N I S T R A T I O N

Nonpartisan election administration can be conducted through a 
commission or a board or a single office. Diversity should be an import-
ant consideration in the composition of any board or commission. The 
nonpartisan entity should adhere to the following principles:

•	 Non-partisan Elections Administration entity should appoint a 
professional nonpartisan CEO that is hired and fired by Elections 
Board.

•	 Civil service based hiring practices should be applied for 
administrators.

•	 Pre-Election Administration Plans (EAPs), or any written plan, should 
be adopted to institutionalize ‘best practices’ across elections.

•	 Strict lobbying, campaign contribution, & electioneering restrictions 
should be adhered to by staff and the CEO that is retroactive to at least 
12 months before appointment or hire date.

•	 A stable & statewide uniform elections board funding formula should 
be implemented based on county population, past election needs, and 
adjusted to inflation to ensure that election commissions are continually 
fully funded and are not dependent on year to year funding. n 
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