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Purpose

This	briefing	paper	responds	to	the	July	11,	2013,	request	by	the	State	Administration	and
Veterans'	Affairs	Interim	Committee	(SAVA)	for	staff	to	compile	background	information
on	the	legislature's	prior	consideration	of	proposals	and	research	on	combining	primary
and	school	elections.	

Previous	Bills

Session
Year

Bill	No. Sponsor Disposition

1995 HB	370 Rep.	Joe	Tropila Tabled	in	(H)	State	Administration

1997 HJR	23 Rep.	Joe	Tropila Study	Resolution:		Passed	but	the	Legislative
Council	did	not	assign	it	to	a	study
committee	because	of	its	low	ranking	in	the
poll	of	legislators

2001 SB	110 Sen.	Alvin	Ellis Tabled	in	(S)	Education	&	Cultural	Resources

2003 HB	599 Rep.	Scott	Sales Tabled	in	(S)	State	Administration

2007 HB	841 Rep.	Duane	Ankney Tabled	in	(S)	Education	&	Cultural	Resources

2011 HB	242 Rep.	Mike	Miller Tabled	in	(H)	State	Administration

2013 SB	140 Sen.		Art	Wittich Tabled	in	(S)	Local	Government	in	favor	of	a
committee	study	resolution	

2013 SJR	14 Sen.	Alan	Olson	for	
(S)	Local
Government

	Assigned	to	SAVA	‐	ranked	14th	out	of	17
study	requests
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Proponents	of	bills	combining	elections	

Witnesses	at	one	or	more	hearings

Ed	Argenbright,	Helena,	former	Superintendent	of	OPI,	former	Political	Practices
Commissioner	
John	Barbagello,	Helena
Ed	Butcher,	Winifred,	former	State	Senator
Deon	Carpenter,	Helena
Susan	Getz,	Helena
Shirley	Herrin,	Helena
Harris	Himes,	Montana	Eagle	Forum
Mike	Kecskes,	Helena
Robert	Kolar,	Helena
Phyllis	Lamping,	Helena
Robert	LaRue,	Helena
Pat	McCain,	Helena
Lorie	Page,	Helena
Tim	Ravndal,	Lewis	&	Clark	County	Conservatives
Barbara	Rush,	Helena,	retired	teacher
John	Rush,	Helena
Tom	Stockton,	Helena
Becky	Stockton,	Helena
Mikal	Wilkerson,	Helena
Trevor	Wilkerson,	Helena
Dave	Wood,	Helena

Summary	of	proponent	arguments	at	hearings

C Combining	the	elections	will	increase	voter	turnout	at	school	elections	so	more
people	participate	in	the	important	decisions	being	made.

C Combining	the	elections	will	reduce	costs	by	consolidating	election	activities.

C Combining	the	elections	will	remedy	voter	confusion	and	lack	of	awareness	about
when	school	elections	are	held.

C This	has	been	done	successfully	in	at	least	21	other	states.

C This	will	provide	stronger	oversight	and	more	integrity	in	school	elections.
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Opponents	of	bills	combining	elections	

Witnesses	at	one	or	more	hearings

Linda	Brannon,	Helena
Eric	Feaver,	MEA‐MFT
Alec	Hansen,	Montana	League	of	Cities	and	Towns
Lisa	Kimmet,	Montana	Secretary	of	State's	Office
John	MacDonald,	Missoula
Mark	Mackin,	Helena
Terry	Minow,	MEA‐MFT
Linda	Stoll,	Montana	Clerks	and	Recorders	and	Election	Administrators
Bob	Vogel,	Montana	School	Board	Association
Denise	Ulberg,	Montana	Association	of	School	Business	Officials

Summary	of	opponent	arguments	at	hearings	

C The	bill	that	was	being	heard	created	unworkable	time	lines	with	respect	to:	
‐	 school	budget	cycles;
‐ deadlines	for	schools	to	have	ability	to	call	a	levy	election;
‐ requirements	for	noticing	elections	prior	to	the	election;
‐ printing	and	mailing	absentee	and	overseas	elector	ballots;
‐ collecting	signatures	for	initiatives;	
‐ filing	as	a	candidate	and	campaign	reporting	cycles;
‐ odd	and	even	year	local	elections;	
‐ federal	deadlines;	and
‐ post‐election	work,	including	recounts.

C Municipal	primaries	should	not	be	combined;	municipal	primaries	need	special
consideration	because	they	are	sometimes	not	necessary	and	if	held,	are	held	in
September,	so	an	April,	May,	or	June	election	would	drastically	increase	the
campaign	season	for	these	elections.

C Additional	ballots	would	be	needed	and	administrators	would	have	to	figure	out
which	school	district	an	elector	lives	in.		This	adds	complexities	not	accounted	for	in
the	bill.

C There	will	be	additional	costs	for	schools	to	comply	with	certain	requirements	in
Title	13,	such	as	publication	of	notices	prior	to	the	election.
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Summary	of	Legislator	questions	and	comments

C Expressed	concern	about	schools	not	mailing	absentee	ballots	to	military	and
overseas	voters.

C Questioned	why	additional	ballots	would	create	too	much	complexity	since	a	voter's
address	would	show	which	school	district	the	voter	lived	in	and	therefore	which
ballot	a	voter	would	receive.

C Asked	how	costs	would	be	shared	between	school	districts	and	counties.

C Questioned	why	publication	of	election	notices	in	newspapers	of	general	circulation
would	be	problem	for	school	districts.

C Asked	about	how	schools	handle	absentee	ballots	and	whether	schools	conducted
mail	ballot	elections.

C Asked	how	late	and	same‐day	voter	registration	would	be	handled	if	the	elections
were	combined.

C Noted	that	the	idea	of	combining	these	elections	was	perennial	and	would	keep
coming	before	the	legislature.	But,	expressed	concern	that	bills	presented	were
technically	flawed	or	did	not	coordinate	statutes	contained	in	Title	13	for	primary
elections	and	Title	20	for	school	elections	in	a	manner	that	election	administrators
could	support.		Stated	that	further	time	and	consideration	needed	to	be	given	to	iron
out	the	technical	details	before	there	could	be	substantive	policy	debate.

C Expressed	concern	about	whether	there	was	statewide	interest	in	combining	these
elections.

Conclusion

Bills	related	to	combining	primary	and	school	elections	have	been	proposed	in	seven	of	the
last	10	legislative	sessions.		At	each	of	the	hearings	on	these	bills,	all	proponents	except
one,	were	from	Helena.		Opponents	represented	election	administrators,	school	officials,
and	local	governing	bodies.		The	primary	arguments	for	the	bills	were	to	increase	voter
turnout	and	promote	the	integrity	of	school	elections.		The	primary	arguments	against	the
bills	were	based	on	technical	concerns.		Except	for	a	Secretary	of	State	spreadsheet
showing	certain	dates	for	election	deadlines	under	HB	140	during	the	2013	Session
compared	to	deadlines	under	current	law	and	a	section	by	section	chart	from	the	Office	of
Public	Instruction	on	HB	140	provisions,	no	other	exhibits	of	research	value	were	handed
out	at	any	of	the	hearings	on	any	of	the	prior	bills.		A	1997	study	resolution	was	not
assigned	because		it	did	not	garner	enough	legislator	interest	and	was	not	considered	a
statewide	issue.		In	short,	the	legislature	has	never	received	substantive	research	or
analysis	on	combining	primary	and	school	elections,	nor	has	it	conducted	a	legislative
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study	of	this	topic.

Attachments

1. SB	140	and	Fiscal	Note,	2013	Session
2. SB	140	Exhibit	2	‐	OPI	section‐by‐section	chart
3. SB	140	Exhibit	3	‐	SOS	deadlines	spreadsheet
4. HB	242	and	Fiscal	Note,	2011	Session
5. HB	841	and	Fiscal	Note,	2007	Session
6. HB	599	and	Fiscal	Note,	2003	Session
7. SB	110	and	Fiscal	Note,	2001	Session
8 HJR	23,	1997	Session
9 HB	370	and	Fiscal	Note,	1995	Session

Cl0103	3206shoa.
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