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Keep nDoubl e Maj ol
Voting Rule in Place

By Steve Buckstein

How many voters should it take to raise your taxes? Oregonians once again will be
asked this question on our November ballot. Currently, local governments seeking
approval of certain property tax measures must see at least 50 percent of their
qualified voters turn out before a majority of those voting can approve the new tax.
The only exception to the 50 percent turnout requirement is for November elections
heldineven-number ed year s. This requirem
rule.

Now, the legislature has placed Measure 56 on the ballot. It would void the double
majority rule in any election held in May or November of any year, even or odd.
This effectively grants local governments four times as many chances to pass new
taxes with low voter turnout than they have now.

The legislature also wrote the Fiscal Impact statement for the measure, stating that
“t h e r ediredt inangiabeffect on state or local government expenditures or
revenue.” While there may be no *“
clearly to increase revenue. If this were not the case, why loosen the rule at all?

Double majority rule cr i ti cs argue that it S0
simple majority of those voting may not be able to decide the issue. Yet some
limitations on majority rule are both acceptable and appropriate under our form of
government. Neither branch of our legislature can vote on anything without a
majority, or a quorum, being present. And, in 1996 Oregon voters approved a
Constitutional amendment that requires a 3/5 majority in both houses of the
legislature to pass revenue-raising bills. This recognizes that imposing taxes is a
serious matter and should not be
legislature approving.

Oregonians also voted in 1996 and again in 1997 to place the double majority
requirement on certain property tax elections into the state Constitution. In 1998
voters rejected an attempt by the legislature to repeal it. Now, the legislature has
pl aced a similar me a s u rlitewill ask Ordgdmians to
reverse a decision we’'ve already me

Even though supermajority rules are part of our electoral process, the double
majority rule does not require a supermajority to pass any tax. In fact, the opposite
is true.




If only fifty percent of registered voters participate in a given election, and if just
fifty percent plus one of those voters approve a property tax measure, simple math
tells us that a mere 25 percent of all registered voters can impose that tax on all
property owners in the jurisdiction. In effect, they can impose that tax on all renters,
too, since landlords usually pass taxes on to their tenants in the form of higher
rents.

So, the double majority rule just as easily can be called the 25 percent rule, because
it allows taxes to increase if only 25 percent of all registered voters approve.

Before the rule was in place, taxes could be imposed by a mere 20 percent, or 10
percent, or even a smaller percentage of all registered voters. Now, it takes at least
25 percent of all registered voters to impose certain property taxes in other than a
general election.

Looked at this way, i f anything, t
places the bar too high, but because it places the bar too low.

Rat her than repeal this sensible t
to strengthen it, perhaps by requiring a majority of all registered voters to vote Yes
before any tax can be imposed.

If Oregonians were given such a choice, the result might disappoint the double
majority critics far more than the rule itself ever has.

Founder and Senior Policy Analyst at Cascade Policy Institute, Steve Buckstein is
Director of Cascade’s Government Tr
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market think tank.
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