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Council rejects proposed charter

By David Giuliani

The Charter Commission, which has been drafting a new constitution for the city of Las Vegas, has
been getting mixed messages from the City Council.

Everyone involved in the drafting of the charter agrees on one thing: Winners of mayoral and council
races must have the support of a majority of voters. 

But they part ways over how to make this happen.

Last month, the council voted 2-1 in favor of instant runoffs, in which voters rank candidates in a single
election. That results in a candidate with a majority, the idea’s supporters contend. 

However, the council last week rejected a proposed charter with instant runoffs, with a majority saying
they opposed the idea and preferred holding separate runoff elections. 

What changed?

At last month’s meeting, Councilman Cruz Roybal was absent. Last week, he joined Councilman Morris
Madrid in rejecting a charter that included instant runoffs. Mayor Tony Marquez, who hadn’t previously
stated his position, broke a council tie against the charter. 

The other two council members, Andrew Feldman and Diane Moore, argue that instant runoffs eliminate
the costs of having subsequent runoff elections. Yet such elections have the same result — majority
winners.  

Under the instant runoff system, if no candidate receives a majority, the candidate with the fewest
number of votes is eliminated. Each ballot would then be tallied again, counting the vote from each
ballot for the highest-ranked candidate — a process that would continue until a candidate gets a
majority.

At least week’s meeting, Madrid contended that instant runoffs would be hard for voters to understand
and questioned what would happen if someone gave two candidates a top ranking or ranked everyone
the same. 

He also wondered if voters for the lowest-ranked candidate would have their ballots thrown out. 

Feldman responded that they would be, which prompted several audience members to say Feldman
was wrong. Such ballots wouldn’t be thrown out under instant runoffs — just their top-ranked
candidates.

Madrid said the confusion made his point. If supporters of instant runoffs couldn’t understand it, others
shouldn’t be expected to, he said. 

Feldman then asked for a five-minute recess so that he could consult with supporters of the instant
runoff. The other council members granted his request.

When the council reconvened, Feldman asked that Rick Lass, an activist on voting issues, speak to the
council about instant runoffs. Madrid opposed Feldman’s request, and the mayor wouldn’t allow Lass to
speak. 
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“If elected officials can’t understand this and we need to take five minutes for a clarification, the common
citizen may also be confused,” Madrid said. 

After the council rejected the charter, the mayor said the commission had time to redraft the charter to
include separate runoff elections. The commissioners are likely to act quickly; they need to meet
deadlines so that the charter is on the ballot for the March 2 municipal election. 

The current charter has existed since the uniting of the two Las Vegases nearly four decades ago.
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