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Initiative and Referendum: What can we learn 

from the Washington State experience?

What are ballot initiatives?

A ‘ballot measure’ is anything that appears on a ballot other than a candidate for public office.  Ballot measures can be either of two types:  initiative or referendum.  ‘Initiative’ means citizens place a measure on the ballot, such as a question, a statute (law) or a constitutional amendment.  There are 24 states in which citizens have this power: AK, AZ, AR, CA, CO, FL, ID, IL, ME, MA, MI, MS, MO, MT, NE, NV, ND, OH, OK, OR, SD, UT, WA, WY.  In most of these states, citizens can propose both statutes and constitutional amendments.  In three states, the process is limited to constitutional amendments.  ‘Referendum’ is a ballot measure to accept or reject an existing law or establish a constitutional amendment.  In every state, the legislature and other official government bodies have the power of referendum.  In 24 states (nearly the same set of states that have initiatives), citizens also have this power.  States that allow popular referendum are:  AK, AZ, AR, CA, CO, ID, KY, ME, MD, MA, MI, MO, MT, NE, NV, NM, ND, OH, OK, OR, SD, UT, WA, WY.  

Both the initiative and referendum process usually involve filing a proposal with a specified state authority and then collecting, within a specified period of time, a specified number of voter signatures on a petition to place the item on the ballot.  There is no national initiative or referendum process in the U.S. (unlike nearly all other democratic nations).  However, these powers are available and used in many localities in nearly every state.  For example, school districts routinely place referenda on ballots.  

How are ballot measures used in Early Care and Education?

The first ballot measures specific to young children were local, e.g., Pinellas County in Florida (1946), Palm Beach County (1986), Seattle (1990).  Statewide measures for young children are more recent, e.g. California’s Prop 10 (1998) and Florida’s pre-kindergarten measure (2002).  Ballot measures can establish a new program, as Florida did by constitutionally mandating pre-kindergarten, without specifying a funding source.  Ballot measures more often institute a tax or otherwise generate new revenue for specific purposes, e.g. California’s statewide tobacco tax (Prop10) for early childhood development, Aspen Colorado’s local sales tax for child care, and San Francisco’s local property tax for children’s services.  

This issue brief was written by Anne Mitchell and Louise Stoney of the Alliance for Early Childhood Finance on behalf of Smart Start’s National Technical Assistance Center.                                                                                                                                                                                                
The results of recent ballot initiatives show strong public support for education, including early education.  In 2002, two statewide ballot initiatives relevant to early childhood were approved by voters. One, in Tennessee, allows the state to establish a lottery for education that will include higher education and K-12 school construction as well as early learning and after school programs. A second referendum, approved by Florida voters (by a 59-41 margin), establishes a constitutional amendment for universal pre-kindergarten for 4-year-olds beginning in the 2005 school year.  The Florida measure did not include an estimated cost or any funding source; at the end of 2004, debate continues on the details of the program, how much funding will be allocated and from what sources.  

Several local initiatives were also approved in 2002.  In September, Miami-Dade voters passed a local property tax initiative for children by a 2 to 1 margin, becoming the 8th Florida county to do so.  The initiative is estimated to generate about $60 million annually, with half to be spent on children under five.  In November, voters in the city of Portland, Oregon, approved (53% to 47%) a measure to create a Children’s Investment Fund.  The five-year property tax levy is expected to raise $10 million a year to finance child-abuse prevention, after-school and mentoring programs, and pre-kindergarten education programs.  

Early childhood initiatives on ballots in 2003 did not fare as well.  A measure to levy a 10-cent-per-cup tax on espresso was rejected by more than a two-thirds majority of Seattle voters (68% to 32%).  In Alabama, a measure to raise taxes mainly for education, including early childhood education, also failed.  

2004 was a mixed year for early childhood-related ballot initiatives.  Local initiatives fared well.  In March, San Francisco voters approved a measure (by 70% to 30%) to increase the City’s spending on public education for the next 11 years, beginning at $10 million in FY2005-06 and reaching $60 million by 2009.  One-third of the annual funds would support preschool programs.  In November, Seattle voters supported their Families and Education Levy for the third time.  First passed in 1990, the Levy raises property taxes by a fixed percentage for a period of seven years.  The funds raised are split among several specified purposes:  1) early childhood development, 2) family support services, 3) school-based student health centers, 4) children’s out-of-school time activities, and 5) case management for at-risk youth.  About $2 million annually has been spent on preschool children.  Voters have renewed the levy twice, in 1997, and most recently in 2004.  The 2004 levy doubled the investment in preschool, framed as school readiness, and creates new Early Learning Networks in two low-income neighborhoods.  Networks will provide preschool for 350 four year-olds, a home visitor program for toddlers, wage supplements for child care staff, kindergarten transition teams and quality support for child care programs serving children under three.  The Levy passed because the public has confidence in the City’s past administration of the funds, because there is a high value placed on services to children and because the new levy package was focused on closing the achievement gap and promised a high level of accountability for outcomes.

Also on the ballot in Washington State on November 2, 2004, Initiative Number 884 would have created an education trust fund for preschool, K-12 education and higher education, funded by increasing the retail sales tax by 1%.  The preschool portion was slotted to get 10% of the trust fund, or about $100 million annually.  Major community leaders, including Bill Gates, Sr., endorsed the initiative; the editorial boards of major newspapers were publicly in favor; nearly $3 million was raised to support passage of the initiative.  Although polling was positive right up to Election Day, the initiative failed (60% to 40%).  

Pros and cons of a ballot measure

The appeal of a ballot measure is basically the appeal of direct democracy – let the people decide.   Ballot measures are particularly appealing for issues that people connect with emotionally and personally.  In relation to early childhood, another part of the appeal is the opportunity to create public discourse through the process of gathering signatures and working to pass a ballot measure.  Ballot measures combine the desire to generate public interest in early childhood issues with the opportunity to use a new avenue to generate money for it.  Perhaps ballot measures are also appealing because early childhood advocates think voters care about children, or can be made to, more easily than elected officials can.  Another good aspect of ballot initiatives is that drafting one forces advocates to craft policy proposals that reflect what the public supports. 

On the other hand, ballot initiatives are a lot of work. Gathering valid signatures takes a lot of time and promoting the measure so it will pass can take money and certainly a great deal of time and connections to get the necessary media attention. Another downside to initiatives is that they may generate opposition, and if the opposition is well-funded it may be difficult to overcome.  Sometimes the opposition is not visible. Washington State's I-884 was widely supported and voter polls indicated it would pass.  Failure of this initiative was most likely because of a combination of factors:  lack of conviction that an education funding crisis exists, disagreement about the choice of funding source, and the lukewarm support of the K-12 community.  

Do ballot measures raise revenue?  

The intent of some ballot measures is to create a new revenue source, typically through a tax.  When they pass, they do raise revenue.  Clearly this is so in the case of local property tax provisions that specify a proportion for children or set an additional tax rate for children, and ensure that previous spending on children is maintained.  In the case of ‘sin taxes,’ revenue may be raised in the short term but may not be sustained over time.  Tobacco tax revenues tend to decline over time as the public service campaigns to reduce smoking take effect and the higher cost of tobacco products leads smokers to quit.  For example, California’s Prop 10 tobacco tax has generated slightly less each year since it passed.  

Other Resources

Information on the Washington State I-884 measure and the campaign to support it is on the website of the League of Education Voters.  

http://www.educationvoters.org/ 

More information on the Seattle Families and Education Levy is available on the Mayor’s website.   

http://www.ci.seattle.wa.us/mayor/issues/educationlevy.htm 

The Ballot Initiative Strategy Center tracks initiatives across states in all issue areas and provides how-to resources about ballot initiatives.  To find out the history and current status of the initiative and referendum process in your state, go to the website of the Initiative and Referendum Institute at http://www.iandrinstitute.org/.  

To find out about ballot measures recently voted on and measures that are in process in a particular state or by issue, go to the website of the Ballot Initiative Strategy Center. 

www.ballot.org 

From http://www.ballot.org/states/index.html 
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Discussion Questions

1) Are ballot measures, statewide or local, worth the effort compared to other advocacy methods?  

2) Ballot measures can be constructed to include early childhood within the larger education frame of K-12 or the full Pre-K to 16 context, as Washington’s I-884 did.  Is this an effective way to establish/expand early childhood programs?

3) No single ballot initiative can fund all of the early care and education system we need.  How can we craft a ballot initiative that will be seen as beneficial to the entire system even if it only addresses one piece of the system or only provides short-term relief?  

4) What do advocates in your state need to know to be able to succeed with a ballot initiative?

