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ABOUT THIS REPORT 

How long should an election ballot be so that voters can 
give their attention to contests that really matter? That 
is a continuing question in Iowa and in other states for 
legislators, political parties, citizens, and the media. 

George Mather has traced in this report the short ballot 
changes in Iowa and discusses related principles that have 
influenced those changes. He has also discussed possible 
future changes in the ballot in Iowa. George Mather did the 
background research and wrote this report as research asso­
ciate on the Institute staff. 

Mr. Mather's chronological list of ballot changes at the 
beginning of the report illustrates the concern Iowans have 
had through the years about this topic. The list, in 
itself, is a significant contribution to my discussion of 
election reform in Iowa and a useful tool for scholars, 
teachers, and civic-minded citizens. 

For their guidance, comments, and suggestions in pre­
paring and editing this report, the Institute wishes to 
thank Lawrence E. Gelfand of The University of Iowa history 
department, Russell M. Ross of the political science 
department, Loren N. Horton of the State Historical Society 
of Iowa, and Virginia C. Mather. 
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Division of Continuing Education 
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FOREWORD 

The purpose of the short ballot is to reduce the number of 
choices presented to the voters at any one time so they can con­
centrate their attention on the contests that really matter. The 
objective is better informed and more independent voting. 

The short ballot was one of many ideas for achieving govern­
mental and political reform that were developed in this country 
during the Progressive Era, roughly the period from 1900 to 1915. 
This review of Iowa ballot changes traces how the short ballot 
and related principles influenced these changes. 

First it is necessary to describe the system of government 
and politics that existed before these changes began to take 
place. The crucial change was the adoption of the secret ballot 
in this country; without that basic reform, none of the other 
ideas for change was possible. 

The ballot changes described in this report were not the 
result of short ballot principles alone; in fact, as far as we 
can tell, there was no organized short ballot movement in Iowa. 
Many of the ballot changes described here resulted from combina­
tions of political and other factors. 

However, a short ballot theme is clearly evident. Through 
the years, there seems to have been a determined attempt to 
reduce the length and complexity of the ballot. 

No attempt has been made here to list the factors involved in 
each ballot change, to describe the arguments for and against 
each proposal, or to identify the groups that proposed and 
opposed each change. Such considerations are beyond the scope of 
this report but should be the subjects of future research. 

The record shows that there has always been strong opposition 
to short ballot proposals. Progress in gaining acceptance for 
these proposals has been slow and intermittent. Indeed, the 
chronological list of ballot changes shows a twenty-eight year 
period (1919-1947) during which no significant changes were 
adopted. 

Whenever possible, I have cited the sources of opinions 
expressed in this report. Any other opinions that remain are my 
own and not those of the Institute or the University. 

I hope that thoughtful consideration of the material in this 
report will aid in current and future discussions about various 
issues and proposals for improving governmental and political 
processes. 

George B. Mather 
August 1987 
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CHRONOLOGICAL LIST OF IOWA BALLOT CHANGES 

* These changes tended to shorten ballot 
** These changes tended to lengthen ballot 

1892--Australian ballot adopted, page 3 
1900--Presidential electors removed from ballot, 

voting machine counties only,* page 8 
1906--Biennial general elections became effective, page 9 
1907--Direct primary adopted,** page 12 
1907--Commission form of city government authorized,* 

page 22 
1911--County surveyor removed from ballot,* page 14 
1913--Direct election of U.S. senators,** page 10 
1913--Clerk and reporter of supreme court removed from 

the ballot,* page 13 
1913--State superintendent of public instruction removed 

from the ballot, reinstated in 1917 and removed 
again in 1953,* page 13 

1913--Township road supervisors removed from ballot,* 
page 16 

1913--Elections by ballot required in all independent city 
and town school districts, page 24 

1915--County superintendent of schools removed from the 
ballot,* page 14 

1915--Council-manager form of city government authorized,* 
page 23 

1915--Election of county school boards discontinued, 
reinstated in 1948 and discontinued again in 1975,* 
page 25 

1919--Presidential electors removed from the ballot, paper 
ballot counties,* page 9 

1919--0ne vote for president and vice president,* page 9 
1947--Township assessors removed from the ballot,* page 17 
1947--City assessors removed from the ballot,* page 21 
1951--City administrative officers removed from the ballot 

(except for mayor),* page 21 
1959--State commerce commissioners removed from the ballot,* 

page 14 
1959--County coroner removed from the ballot,* page 14 
1959--Legislature authorized combining county offices, 

page 14 
1963--Direct election of judges replaced by nominating 

commissions and "retention in office" votes, page 18 
1963--Delegates to party conventions selected by precinct 

caucuses, rather than in primary,* page 12 
1963--Terms of county supervisors changed from three years 

to four years,* page 14 
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1963 - -Terms of township trustees changed from three years 
to four years , * page 17 

1965--Merged area schools authorized,** page 26 
1972--Four-year terms for state and county officers,* page 9 
1973--Township justices of the peace and constables 

abolished,* page 17 
1973--City courts abolished,* page 17 
1973--Directors of regional library boards added to 

ballot,** page 19 
1974--Party precinct committee persons selected by precinct 

caucuses,* page 12 
1974--Term of township clerk changed from two to four 

years,* page 17 
1975--Soil district commissioners added to ballot,** page 19 
1983--Clerk of the district court removed from the ballot,* 

page 14 

Some Recent Proposals That Would Affect Ballot Length 

Electing the governor and lieutenant governor as a team, 
page 30 

Removing state administrative officers from the ballot, 
page 31 

County government reorganization, page 32 
Eliminating township governments, page 34 
Removing regional library trustees from the ballot, page 35 
Removing soil district commissioners from the ballot, 

page 35 
Combining school and city elections, page 35 
Removing judges from the ballot, page 36 
An illustrative short ballot, page 38 
A unicameral legislature? page 40 
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INTRODUCTION 

As a political reform, the short ballot had moderate success 

initially, then continued to have results sporadically over 

a long period of time. Although the idea swept the country 

soon after its formulation, its successes came only in 

particular areas and at particular times. In many places, 

the debate continues today. 

The basic idea is simple, and that is the basic idea: to 

simplify the ballot to the point that only a few offices are 

voted on at any given election. The purpose is to enable 

voters to investigate and make informed decisions about the 

candidates for the few offices on the ballot. Woodrow Wilson 

has been quoted as saying: 

Simplification! Simplification! is the task 
that awaits us; to reduce the number of persons 
voted for to the absolute workable minimum, knowing 
whom you have selected; knowing whom you have 
trusted, and having so few persons to watch that 
you can watch them. That is the way we are going to 
get popular control back in this country, and that 
is the only way we are going to get political con­
trol back.[l] 

Iowa was the first state to adopt some aspects of the 

short ballot; through the years, other applications of short 

ballot principles have been adopted, and many others 

proposed. Certain proposals now before the people and the 

legislature embody short ballot principles. 

The Beginning of the Short Ballot Movement 

The short ballot was one of the many concepts for poli-
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tical reform that marked the Progressive Er a, roughly the 

fifteen or twenty year period beginning a r ound the turn of 

the twentieth century. In addition to the short ballot, 

these ideas included the direct primary, t he presidential 

preference primary, the initiative, referendum, and recall, 

the commission and manager forms of city government, 

regulation of campaign expenditures, and the popular 

election of u.s. Senators. 

The basic principle behind these reforms was to return 

control of government to the people by c onc entrating 

authority in a few officials directly r e s ponsible to the 

voters. The administration of government would be in the 

hands of non-partisan experts selected by and responsible to 

policy-making officials elected by the p eople. 

Popular control was to be strengthe ned by opening the 

electoral process and the partisan procedu res . Elections 

were to be simplified and purified, and t he political 

parties brought under governmental regul a t ion. 

The proposed reforms were a response t o the graft, cor-

ruption, patronage, and other abuses then r ampant in the 

country. The reforms were attempts to wrest control of gov-

ernment from the political machines and bos ses, and their 

allies in business, transportation, public utilities, and 

other areas of the private sector. [2] 

The first victory was the widespread adoption of the 

Australian secret ballot. This was a maj o r revolution in the 

manner of conducting the people's business, and it triggered 

the other reforms. Secret elections were s u ch a marked con-

trast to the way in which elect ion s had been conducted , and 

the reform was adopted so quickly by so many states , that 

there was great optimism that other , s i milar reforms that 

would clean up politics and government could be adopted. 

The Australian Ballot 
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Massachusetts adopted the f i rst Aust r alian ballot law in 

1889; by 1892 thirty-five states had enacted it , and by 1904 

all but three states had.[3] Iowa passed this ballot reform 

in 1892.[4] 

The operation of this reform was simple: there was an 

official, uniform ballot, printed at public expense, and 

voting was secret within the polling place, under official 

supervision. [5] To appreciate what a radical reform this was 

it is necessary to consider the system it replaced. 

Before the Australian ballot carne into use, voters were 

required to produce, as well as prepare, their own ballots: 

Elections were informal, often viva voce. 
Sometimes party adherents took the trouble to print 
ballots--lists of the names of candidates of that 
party's ticket. These ballots were mere slips of 
paper. Only with the adoption of the Australian 
ballot in 1892 was the voter given on one large 
sheet the entire list of candidates--not to mention 
the blank spaces.[6] 

The election laws in effect in Iowa in 1888 indicate how 

elections were conducted at that time: 

The ballot shall designate the office for 
which the persons therein named are voted for . 

In voting, the electors shall deliver their 
ballots to one of the judges, and he shall deposit 
them in the ballot box. 

During the receiving and counting of the bal ­
lots . . . it shall be unlawful for persons to 
congregate or loiter within one hundred feet of the 
voting place, or to hinder or delay in any manner 
any elector in reaching or leaving the p l a c e fixed 
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for casting his ballot. It shall be unlawful for 
any person within such distance of one hundr ed 
feet, to give or offer to give any ticket or ballot 
to anyone not a judge of elections, or t o fold or 
unfold, or display any ballot which he i ntends to 
cast so as to reveal its contents or t o solicit the 
vote of any elector, or attempt in any way to 
influence him in the matter or casting his vote.[7] 

Newspaper accounts describe instances where partisans 

would prepare ballots listing the candidates o f the opposi-

tion party in which names were misspelled, c a nd i dates 

omitted, and the l i ke . Election day in Des Moines in 1888 is 

described this way; 

Fully three-fifths of the vote was cast before noon 
and there was little occasion for the p oliticians 
to use the hacks they had employed. The Democrats 
were out with an unusually large number of hacks, 
placarded, [horse-drawn taxis decorated with 
political posters] and the names of the county and 
township candidates conspicuously printed on red 
cards. The Republicans had a few hacks but not so 
many and there was less display and blus t er in 
their work. The representatives of t he jobbers 
seemed to have the most workers with t he t i ckets. 
They had alleged Democratic and Republican tickets 
with the names of the present Railroad 
Commissioners all on. They were the only ones 
working hard against the straight tickets . All day 
long the election proceeded very quiet ly , and in no 
case were there any disturbances. The polls were 
kept clear of workers beyond the 1 00 - foo t limit, 
and perfect order prevailed .... The v ot e was 
hard to count in the city because of t h e large 
amount of scratching and the number o f fraudulent 
tickets put out.[8] 

After the first election in which the Au stralian ballot 

was used, the Iowa State Register comme nted : 

The Australian ballot law passed by the last 
legislature was tried yesterday. There will be var­
ying opinions in regard to its utility to-day. The 
man who, after casting his vote discov ered that he 
had made a mistake serious enough to disfranchise 
him, as many did, is apt to have a v e r y poor opin­
ion of the law. But we believe that the general 
verdict will be favorable to the new system . Peop-

le seem to like it. The seclusion of the booth 
wherein the mandate of the sovereign people was 
prepared s eemed to be compatible to the average man 
who entered it. Nine out of ten came out with a 
satisfied a ir that seemed to indicate that he had a 
high opinion o f the importance of the vote he was 
casting and the circumstances under which he cast 
it. 

There is no doubt that the quiet which reigned 
at the polls y e sterday was largely due to the new 
system of vot ing. The crowd which had generally 
collected around the ballot-boxes or polling places 
was entirely a bsent. The very hacks which have been 
conspicuous agents at polling places seemed to be 
vacant. Men went to the polls quietly, cast their 
ballots and l eft, often without exchanging a word 
with anyone. The Australian system is an expensive 
one for a state like Iowa, but it is likely to be 
permanent. People who have once used it will want 
to use it aga in. It is a great step in the direc­
tion of a puri fied ballot.[9] 

In another co l umn on the same page is this comment: 

Iowa's new Australian ballot law has destroyed 
the occupation o f the blowers and strikers at the 
polls. Yesterday' s election was the quietest there 
has ever been h e ld in Des Moines, the votes were 
polled rapidly a nd with less delay than ever 
before, and i f the ballots count out all right, the 
Register is going to be satisfied with the new law . ' even lf the booth s do resemble the toilet room of a 
modern hotel. 
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Writing some f i fty years after the events, Emory English 

commented: 

In the matter of the Australian ballot reform 
the voters previously were bewildered and annoyed ' 
by the multiplicity o f ballots offered them some 
being thrust into their hands even when the~ were 
in the act of v oting. All manner of pressure and 
intimidation were practiced, and high-handed meth­
~ds of voting a nd counting of votes were indulge d 
1n and tolerated .... 

Voting conditions had become intolerable; the 
imposition a nd intimidation practiced were unbear­
able; and under operation of the new law their 
disappearance was a distinct relief.[lO] 

Why the Long Ballot? 

The long ballot developed in the second and third 
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decades of the nineteenth century. It grew out of the belief 

that the people could best control those officials they 

elected directly, so all officials, especially at the state 

and local level, should be elected by the people. Short 

terms and frequent elections were other features of this 

theory. 

Later in the century, politicians were able to build 

strong political machines by controlling the means by which 

candidates were selected. Nominations for office were made 

in caucuses and conventions controlled by the party leaders. 

Party tickets were designed with two or three 

outstanding candidates at the top of the ticket and the 

remainder filled up with loyal party supporters. The long, 

non-secret ballot virtually forced voters to vote the 

straight ticket. 

When proposals were made to remove minor offices from 

the ballot, the response from the politicians was that to do 

that would deprive the people of the right to vote for their 

public officials. 

Reform efforts thus focused on two approaches: enact 

the direct primary, so that nominations were made by 

rank-and-file party members, and adopt the short ballot to 

encourage voters to examine and choose from opposing 

candidates rather than simply accept the party's choices, to 

"vote for the man, not the party." 

Writing in 1913, A. Lawrence Lowell described the 

situation this way: 

The plain fact is that in America democracy 

undertakes more work, tries to attend to more 
details for which it is not fitted, than in any 
other country in the world. The excessive burden 
comes mainly from two things: the great number of 
temporary offices and the system of special legis­
lation; and both are derived from the same source, 
the dislike of the people to intrust public duties 
to anyone but their direct representatives or to 
persons who are kept in touch with public opinion 
by constant fear of removal. The American citizen 
is far less attracted by the idea of experienced 
public servants who retain their positions so long 
as they are faithful and efficient than he is 
repelled by the dread of bureaucracy. A natural 
result has been the creation of a vast number of 
elective offices and the principle of rotation in 
all offices. But a not less natural consequence is 
the inability of the people to control either the 
selection of men for office or their conduct after 
assuming their duties. It is a simple case of being 
paralyzed by trying to do too much .... The grow­
ing demand for a short ballot is a recognition that 
the people have undertaken to elect to office more 
men than they can judge intelligently; and it is a 
step toward simpl ification of popular government 
that ought to be carried far. 

* * * 
We are told that the cure for the ills of 

democracy is more democracy, but surely that 
depends upon the disease from which it is suffer­
ing .... The cure for the ills of popular gov­
ernment is more attention by the people to the 
things they undertake, and that object is not pro­
moted by undertaking too much. There is a limit to 
the total amount of labor the whole people can 
expend on public affairs, and that amount must be 
divided among the different matters they are cal­
led upon to consider. A fraction is diminished by 
increasing the denominator.[11] 

The National Short Ballot Organization was founded in 

1908 by Woodrow Wilson, then governor of New Jersey, and 

others. Its influence spread throughout the country, and 

there were state organizations in New York, New Jersey, 

Virginia, Illinois, Indiana, and many of the new states in 

the west. (I have not been able to find any record of the 

existence of a state short ballot organization in Iowa, 

7 
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although there are many references and comments about short 

ballot ideas in the published records.) 

The basic principles, quoted in many publications, were: 

1. That only those offices should be elective 
which are important enough to attract (and deserve) 
public examination. 

2. That very few offices should be filled by 
election at one time, so as to permit adequate and 
unconfused public examination of the candi­
dates.[l2] 

The basic concept was to centralize authority and 

responsibility in a few elected officials, and let those 

officials appoint other officers to carry out the details of 

government; the elected officials were to be responsible to 

the people for the actions of the persons they had 

appointed. In this way the people would be free to concen-

trate their attention on the selection of able policy-making 

officials. As Herbert Croly said, 

A democracy has no interest in making good 
government complicated, difficult, and costly. It 
has, on the contrary, every interest in so simpli­
fying its machinery that only decisive decisions 
and choices are submitted to the voter. Every 
effort should be made to arouse his interest and to 
turn his public spirit to account; and for that 
reason it should not be fatigued by excessive 
demands and confused by complicated decisions.[l3] 

BALLOT CHANGES 

Presidential Electors 

For many years voters in all the states voted for 

members of the electoral college individually, sometimes 

without reference to the names of the candidates for 

president and vice president. The names of the candidates 

for electors were listed at the top of each party's ticket. 

9 

Before 1900, voters in Iowa had elected one elector from 

each congressional district, and two at large. In 1900 the 

legislature changed this procedure so that all electors were 

elected at large, although all but two for each party were 

nominated by congressional districts.[l4] 

This arrangement could hardly be described as a short 

ballot. However, in 1900 Iowa made a major breakthrough in 

this regard. As Albright tells it, 

The introduction of the voting machine with 
limitations as to arrangement and space led Iowa in 
1900 . . . to provide in the voting machine law 
that the names of electoral candidates might be 
omitted, that the ballot label might contain only 
the words 'Presidential Electors' preceded by the 
party name. [15] 

Eliminating the names of individual electors from paper 

ballots came later. Nebraska did it first in 1917, and Iowa 

did in 1919.[16] 

These ballot changes did not sweep the country; Albright 

reports that by 1930 only six states had removed the names 

of electors from their ballots, and by 1940 sixteen states 

had done so. He comments: "This acceleration of the presi-

dential short ballot movement is one of the most important 

ballot trends of recent times; and it serves as one of the 

most effective ways of reducing the size of the ballot."[l7] 

In the 1919 statute, the Iowa legislature made another 

innovative change that resulted in shortening the ballot by 

one office: the ballot format was arranged so that each 

voter cast only one vote for both president and vice 
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president; the two offices were bracketed under each party 

label. [ 18] 

Biennial Elections 

At the turn of the century Iowa had a general election 

every year. Because most officers were elected for two-year 

terms, only half the officers were up for election each 

year. While this arrangement resulted in a relatively short 

ballot, annual elections were felt to be a burden on offi­

cials and voters alike, as well as an unnecessary expense, 

and the constitution was amended to require biennial elec­

tions effective in 1906.[19] 

The net effect of the change was fewer general statewide 

elections, but longer ballots, almost double. In 1972, 

through constitutional and statutory amendments that changed 

the terms of most state and county officers from two to four 

years, the ballot was shortened.[20 ] 

After the change to biennial elections in 1906, the 

normal general election ballot consisted of thirty-seven to 

fifty offices, depending on whether it was a presidential 

year or not. Most other states had similarly long ballots. 

The normal Iowa ballot in a presidential year listed 

thirteen presidential electoral contests, one contest for 

representative in Congress, fifteen contests for state 

offices, eleven for county offices, nine for township 

offices, and various numbers of contests for district court 

judges. [ 21] 

An example of a "short" ballot for that time is that 

voted in Polk County in the presidential election of 1908; 

only twenty-eight contests were on the ballot, and that 

includes two contests to fill vacancies. The shortness was 

achieved because Polk County used voting machines. Instead 

of listing the presidential electors individually, the 

voting machines had just one lever for each party, labeled 

"Presidential Electors."[22] 

11 

The ballot for Linn County for the same election, 

reproduced as the centerfold of this report, illustrates the 

ballot format for counties where paper ballots were used. In 

both examples, the township ballot is not included. 

Popular Election of U. S. Senators 

Another election reform that received a great deal of 

popular support at this time was the campaign to amend the 

U. S. Constitution to require popular election of u. s. 

Senators, as opposed to election by the state legislatures. 

Many persons who supported short ballot principles also sup­

ported this proposal on the grounds that it would strengthen 

popular control of public officials even though it required 

the voters to consider candidates for yet another office. 

The reason this movement peaked at this time was dissat­

isfaction over ruling by some federal judges. Many persons 

felt federal judges were much too favorable to business, 

particularly monopolies, trusts, and corporations. But fed­

eral judges were appointed by the President, who generally 

accepted the appointees recommended by the senators of the 

state in which the appointment was to be made, and the sena­

tors were elected by the legislatures. Therefore, the way 

to get at changes in federal judges was to take the election 
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of senators out of the hands of the legislatures, whic h were 

dominated by business and railroad interests. (23) 

To its credit, the Iowa legislature did its part to 

bring about this reform. In 1904, in 1909, and aga i n in 

1911, the Iowa legislature petitioned Congress to present to 

the states the amendment to the U.S. Constitutt i o n necessary 

for changing the method of electing senators.[2 3 ] 

In adopting the direct primary in 1907,, the legislature 

included a provisions for popular "nomination" of senatorial 

candidates. The choices by the voters were to be advisory. 

The act stated: "The vote upon candidates for the o f f i ce of 

senator in the congress of the United States s ha l l be for 

the sole purpose of ascertaining the sentiment of t h e voters 

in the respective parties."[24] 

Before the federal amendment for electing s e nators was 

ratified, the legislature had set in motion a plan for 

nomination of senatorial candidates in the primar y and 

election in the general election; legislative cand i dates 

would have been required to pledge themselves to be bound by 

the popular votes.[25] These special procedures were never 

used. 

Direct Primary 

For reformers of this period, the short b a llot was one 

approach to breaking the stranglehold of politica l bosses on 

government. The second approach was the direct primary, a 

means for taking the power of nominations away from the 

party leaders and giving it to ordinary party members. 

Before this point, all nominations for partisan offi ces were 

13 

made by caucuses or conventions of party delegates. The 

direct p rimary meant setting up another election, and in 

many cases a l ong ballot. However, this was a vital step in 

breaki ng the control of the political organizations over 

politics and g overnment. 

As Will iam L. Bowers commented: 

Thus, after more than ten years of struggle, 
Iowa had a statewide primary election law which 
allowed t he people to nominate candidates directly 
for public office. The law also provided for a 
prefer ential vote for a party candidate for United 
States Senator.[26] 

In most respects today's primary law resembles the 1907 

statute. However, there have been some changes that have 

short ballot ov ertones. Under the original act, delegates to 

the county c onv ention and precinct committeemen were elected 

in the pri mary. In 1963 the law was amended to require that 

delegates wer e to be elected at precinct caucuses, and in 

1974 that p r ec inct committee members also were to be elected 

at caucuses .[27] These changes resulted in shortening the 

primary ballot. 

Shortening the Ballot 

Many changes in the ballot were deliberate attempts to 

shorten it by removing minor administrative offices in 

accordance with the short ballot principle of fewer and, it 

was hoped , b e tter choices. Other reform motives, however, 

gave rise t o other efforts which resulted incidentally in 

ballot s h ortening. One such reform replaced untrained, 

elective c oroners with trained, appointive medical 
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examiners. Many changes, no doubt, were motivated by 

political considerations. 

In this review, it is not practical to include all the 

background factors for each ballot change. I have included 

here those changes that had implications for short ballot 

principles. 

Reducing the State Ballot 

Advocates of the short ballot had some early successes 

in reducing the number of offices on the state general 

election ballot. As Frank Edward Horack reported: 

In the legislation of the Thirty-fifth General 
Assembly [1913], a notable beginning has been made 
in the direction of the adoption of the 
short-ballot principle. Three state officers, 
namely, the Superintendent of Public Instruction, 
the Clerk of the Supreme Court, and the Supreme 
Court Reporter were made appointive officers. The 
County Superintendent was also removed from the 
list of elective officers; but a cumbersome method 
of selection was provided to take the place of the 
popular vote.[28] 

The office of state superintendent was made elective 

again four years later, but removed from the ballot again in 

1953.[29] 

The only other state offices to be removed from the 

general election ballot since 1913 have been the members of 

the state commerce commission, formerly the board of 

railroad commissioners. The three members were made 

appointive in 1959.[30] 

Names of candidates for state executive offices now 

appear on the ballot at fewer elections The amendment of 

1972, which lengthened terms to four years, meant that 

candidates for these seven offices appeared on the 
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non-presidential year ballot but not on the ballot in 

presidential years. 

Shortening the County Ballot 

The only county offices actually to be removed from the 

ballot since 1900 are the county surveyor in 1911, the 

county superintendent of schools in 1915, the coroner i n 

1959, and the clerk of the district court in 1983.[31] 

In 1959 the legislature authorized counties to comb ine 

various offices, including elective offices, but proposals 

for such changes need to be presented by petitions signed by 

25 percent of the voters in the county, then approved by a 

popular vote.[32] No proposals have been adopted that 

resulted in removing any elective county offices from t h e 

ballot. 

The 1906 law implementing the change to biennial 

elections set the terms of all county officers, except 

members of the board of supervisors, at two years. Three, 

five, or seven members of the board were to be elected for 

three-year terms. The ballot specified "For term 

beginning . . . " [ 3 3 J 

Terms of supervisors were increased from three to four 

years in 1963; while this did not shorten the ballot, it did 

remove the confusion about who was running for which 

term. [34] The law was amended in 1960 to permit no more t han 

five member boards.[35] 

Since before the turn of the century it was possible 

to divide the area of a county into districts, and to elect 

one member of the board from each district. As far as 
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individual voters were concerned, dividing the county into 

supervisor districts rather than electing the members of the 

board at large did mean shortening the ballot.[36] 

One of the amendments to the state constitution adopted 

in 1970 removed the office of county attorney from the con­

stitution but the office has been continued by statute. The 

term of office was increased from two to four years in 

1971. (37] 

Other Districts 

Iowa law permits the formation of many special purpose 

districts, some of which, such as county hospitals and 

drainage districts, require popular election of boards of 

directors or trustees. Because creation of these entities is 

permissive and the areas involved so various, it is not 

possible to include them in this report. Creation of such 

districts does lengthen the ballot for voters in the areas 

involved, but it is not easy to calculate on a statewide 

basis what these effects are. 

Shortening the Township Ballot 

Only voters in rural areas vote for township officers; 

for these voters, the township ticket does add to the length 

of the ballot. Through the years, the length of the township 

ballot has been shortened by centralizing road, assessment, 

and other functions in the county, and by implementation of 

the unified court system. 

Townships were important units of local government at 

the turn of the century. As the 1897 Code stated, township 

trustees were to serve as "· .. overseers of the poor, 
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fence viewers, and the township board of equalization, and 

board of health, and shall have charge of all cemeteries 

within the limits of the townships dedicated to public use, 

when the same are not controlled by other trustees or incor­

porated bodies."[38] 

At that time there were three trustees for each town­

ship, one elected each year for a three-year term; a clerk, 

an assessor, and road supervisors who were elected for two­

year terms in even-numbered years.[39] 

The township trustees could divide the township into 

"such number of road districts as may be necessary for the 

public good."[40] Each district elected its own road super­

visor, who acquired his own equipment and labor pool to 

maintain the roads in his district. 

In 1902 the legislature acted to abolish the separate 

township road districts and centralize road maintenance 

under one road superintendent for each township. This action 

was modified somewhat in 1909, but reinstated in 1913. From 

that time, the township road superintendent was appointed by 

the trustees.[41] 

All township responsibilities for roads, including all 

equipment and funds, were transferred to the county in 

1929.[42] 

The elected township assessor had responsibility for 

assessing all real and personal property in the township and 

reporting these assessments to the county for collection of 

taxes. The assessor also had charge of conducting the state 

census every year that ended in "5" until that function was 



18 

abandoned in 1936 by amendment to the state constitution. 

The office of township assessor was abolished in 1947 and 

all assessing functions were centralized in the county.[43] 

The term of the township clerk was changed from two to 

four years in 1974, and the terms of trustees from three to 

four years in 1963.[44] 

The Judicial System 

The township ballot was shortened by four offices when 

the offices of . justice of the peace and constable were abol­

ished in 1973. The previous year the legislature had man­

dated: "All mayors' courts, justice of the peace courts, 

police courts, superior courts, and municipal courts and 

offices connected therewith, are abolished as of July 1, 

1973. 11 [45] 

This action was part of the Unified Trial Court Act that 

continued the process of judicial reform that was put in 

motion by the passage of a constitutional amendment in 1962. 

Before that time, all judges had been elected on a partisan 

basis. Nominations were made by separate nominating conven­

tions for each political party and the nominees were pre­

sented on the general election ballot under the party 

labels. 

The primary objective of judicial reform was to have 

judges appointed on the basis of non-partisan nominations 

made by special judicial nominating commissions. Voters were 

no longer required to make choices from among partisan can­

didates for judges. 

Under the new procedures, judges of the supreme, 
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appeals, and district courts are subject to a popular vote 

on whether they are to be retained in office; there is such 

a vote at the first election after their first appointment, 

and at the end of each term of appointment--eight years for 

supreme court judges, six years for appeals and district 

court judges, and four years for associate judges. 

On a separate, non-partisan section of the ballot, there 

is the question "Shall the following judges . . . be 

retained in office?" 

Whether these "automatic recall" procedures result in a 

net shortening of the ballot is open to question; the voters 

still are required to make decisions on the merits of each 

judge. 

Lengthening the Ballot 

So far we have considered actions by the legislature to 

reduce the length of the ballot. However, two acts of the 

legislature in the 1970s resulted in adding two positions to 

the ballot. These actions were the creation of the regional 

library system in 1973 and requiring in 1975 that members of 

soil district commissions be elected.[46] Members of both 

entities were required to be elected on a non-partisan bal­

lot at the general election. 

Seven regional library districts were created, and 

within each district seven director districts were created; 

the voters in each district elect one member of their 

regional board for a four-year term. Thus, the ballot is 

increased by one office once every four years. 

There are 100 soil conservation districts; each elects 



Copy of Official Ballot, Linn County, Iowa, 
General Election, Novetnber, 3rd, 1908. 

• 

REPUBLICAN I DEMOCRATIC I PROHIBITION I SOCIALIST I PEOPLE'S 
NATJON:;,-TJCKET NATI.;.;,-TICKET I NATIOXAL TICKET I NATIONAL TICKET I NATIONAL TICKET 

INDEPENDENCE 

D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
0 
D 
D 

D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 

Fo r Presiden t For President I J"or Pr~lttDt 
WILLIAll H TAFT WILLIAM J BRYAN EUGENE W CHAFIN 

or Oh lo or Nebraoka I of nttn<1!11' 

Fo r Preeldent 

EUGE!It'E V DEBS 
of H>dlaoa 

For Vke-Pre,ldent For Vice-President For VIce-President For VIce-President 

JAMES s SHERMAN JOHN w KERN I A s WATKINS 
o r l'e w York oC lndlanll or 0111!> 

BEN HANFORD 
ot New York I 

For El•cr ors at Large 

THOJfAS T ANDERSON 
ot \\' arren County 

JOH~ H AS USDSON 
ot Cerro Go rdo Cou nty 

F or Elector . Fln;t Dlotrlct 

MARSH W HAILEY 
or \\"noh lngton County 

For Elector . Seco nd District 

F D LETTS 
o r &ott County 

Fo r Elector, Third District 

W FRAY 
of ButJ •r Cou nty 

For Elector, Fourth Dletrlct 

D H BOWES 
of A ll amak ee Cou nty 

For E lettor , Firth Dl•t rl ct 

W C WALTERS 
of Tnma Co unt y 

For El ec tor, Sixth District 

WM M REECE 
of ~·apello Co unty 

For Elector. SeYen th District 

WALKER M BLACK 
o r Pol k Co unty 

For E lecto r, Eighth Dletrlct 

ALEXA~IDER MARDIS 
or Wa yne County 

Fo r Elt>etor, ~inth District 

ALMOR STE!l.S 
o f Hf\rr l~on County 

For ~:lec tor, T<'nth !Jis trl ct 

GEORGE W 11 . .\SSA 
o f }.(o ssuth Cou ut y 

0 
D 'o lo 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 

For El•rtor. f:Jeventh Dletr lct 1' D 
.IOH:'i HOEYI:\ 1\ , 
o f Si ou x County 

STA TE TICKF:T 
For Gon•ruo r 

B F nRROLL 
o r J)a\'iS Coun l v 

For Lleut~ (~rea r 
IJEORf.F. W CL.-\ RI\ E 

or UallRS Count ,\.' 
fo r Srcrl'lary of Stotc 

W f HHWA RD 
or Reo! t Count y 

Fo r .-l udll or o r State 
JOHS L BLK-\1\ 1.\" 

ui Ida County 

}-'l) f Trf'a SUf('f of s 'tatc 

W W ~IORRO\\' 
Of l' nlon l'OIIn ty 

Fo r Attorn~y G~'Tlf'ral 

H W BYERS 
of She!hy Couuty 

For Sup('r l n tf' nd .... llt o f Pu lJlic 
Jnstr lH' l !On 

.JOH~ F Rll;(iS 
o f Ktoo k~rk l· ounty 

F or Judges of SuprPme Cou rt 

For 

Slf.Af; ~I WEAHR 
of Hard in County 

SCOTT ~ LAO!l 
nf O'llri('O rountr 
(To fi l l \'ara.nry ) 
W D EYA~S 

o r Franklin County 
CIP rk or Suprf"nl~"' f"ourt 

tTo flll \'Sranry) 

H L BOI;SQUET 

D 
D 
D 
D 
lo 
I 

D 
D 
D 
D 
D 

For ElectoNI at Large 

JOHN E CRAIG 
or L~e County 

C C LOOMIS 
or Pol k Cou nty 

For Elector, FINit Dlotrlct 

JAJIES R GILLIS 
ot Henry County 

For El~ctor, S<>cond District 

M J WADE 
of J ohnson Countr 

For Eleetor, Third D!1trtct 

JAMES C MURTAGH 
of Black Hawk County 

For Elector, Fou rtb. Dist rict 

F H HOWARD 
of Clayto n County 

For Elector, Firth DI Blrlct 

R C STIRTOS 
ol Jonee County 

F or Elector, Sixth Dlatrtct 

E G MOON 
of Wapell o County 

For EIKtor, Seventh Dlatrlct 

C L ANDREWS 
of Dallas County 

For Elector , Eighth Dt1 trlct 

W H DEWEY 
or Lucas Cou nty 

For Elector. l'lnth Dlltrlct 

AL A Lr.\OCKER 
or Potl.'\ .. 'RttRm le C()ti Dty 

Fo r E lecto r . Tenth District 

P \" LESZ 
of Carrol l Coun ty 

For Elector, El eY enth District 
HEXRY .J LIS DES 
o f Plymouth Cou nty 

STATF: TICKET 
For Govpruor 

FRF:D E WHITE 
o f K f'okuk CuHnty 

For Ltf'utenant Gon•rnor 

D A RAr 
o ! Hum bo ldt ('ounty 

For Sec retary o f ~)tate 

J CLICS RUGt~ 
or Carroll County 

For Auditor of State 
C F. m;~ROE 

of ~lah as ka Coun t y 

F o r Tr~~•urer o! Slllte 
JAMES S CtiSS ISGHAM 

o f ~I arlon County 
For Attorn ey General 

CHARf,F.S A ROGERS 
of llardln County 

For Sup('rlntt>ndeont of Public 
In st ru c tion 

CAP E MILLEk 
or Keo kuk Co unty 

For Judg-Ni or SuprE>me Court 

DHIEL W HIGBEE 
oC l: ul on County 

ALLU .J HOUSE 
o r Jackson County 
!To nil \'acanry) 

W H C JAQlES 
oC \\'ap~llo County 

For Clerk or Supreruc Court 
(To nil \'BCall C)') 

GEORGE B WllfTTEifORE 
oC Woodbury Coun t y 

D For E leclo !11 lrt !Arre I D For Electoro at Larse 
1 J, S COFFIN N P ALIFAS 
I or Weboter County I or Scott County 

I
IIJULIUS CARLETON McCASLIN D JOSEPH !I MOHR 
LJ or Lee County I of Marohall County jD For Elector, F!ret District iD For Elector, Firat Dltltrlct 

! H E McCOLLUlf I J R ANDERSON 
I or Washlukton Couuty 1 of. . . ... . .. . .. . . County 
1 D For Elector, Second District 10 For El ector, Secon d Dlltrlct 
I EDWARD F HOAG I AUGUST Hl!NCKE 

I 
oC Muscatine CollJltY or Scott Co unty 

D For Elector , ThlrO Dtatrlct o For Elector, Third District 
. A MAC EACHRON I L J DIETZ 
I of Black Hawk County I ol Buchanan Count,. 

I 
D For Elector, Fourth Dlotrlct , D For Elector , Fourth Dl"rlct 

ANDREW F SHITH i R K BULL 
ot Wlnneshlek County I of Cerro Gordo Collllty 

I D For Elec.tor, 1-'ltlb Dlatrtct . D For Elector, Firth Dlatrlct 
· M M DICKSON i WILL SPORMANN 

I 
of Marshall County I or Linn County 

D For Elector, Sixth I:Hotrlct D For Elector, Sixth Dlotrlet 

J J MULLL.... · LOVEL J P T.U.UOk 
j of i'owee~leil County J of Mahaeka Count; 

D For Elector, Sevent..~~ Distr ict io For Elector, Seventh Dltrtrlct 
J D C McFARLI\ND ; J OHN BR.~I\ER 

ot Polk Cojlpi.T I or Story County 

D F or Eleetor, El$1ltli 'tll1trtet o F or Elecl'or, Eighth Dlatrlct 
FRED T STEVENSON W C WILLES 

of W a yne C<>ubt7 i of Appaooooe Cotl Dt7 

D For Elector . Nrnrn DIStrict '0 For Elector, Ninth Dltll r lc t 
ISAAC F M!RLA'IT . G W WILSON 

of PottAwattamle County of Case Co unty 

D For Ele cto r , 'lelllll District D For Elec tor, Te ntll Dl•trlct 
ROBERT CARROL J F S:UIPEL 
o r Webster County of Boo ne County 

D For Elector, U..ved th Dist r ict D For Elector, Eleventh Dis trict 
P H ARLINHTO N W F HAYWA LD 

or Sac Co u nty of O'B rien Count7 

D 
iD 
·o lo 
lo 
D 

D 
D 
D 

STATE TICKET 
For Go vern~r 

1\ W RROWN 
of Story County 

For Lieu tenant Ooter nor 

J OIIS W LEEDY 
of Mahaska Couoty 

For 8N:retsry of State 

HOWARD M HUMPHREY 
or Ca lhoun County 

F or Auditor of State 
JOH:'i D CO I,I. I ~S 

o f Sac County 
For Treasurer of State 

CHARLES C RACOS 
or Muscatine County 

Fo r Attorney General 

J A HAR\'E\" 
o [ Dnllas County 

For Superinte ndent o r Public 
Instru ctio n 

D R DUNGAN 
o r Polk County 

For Judges or Supreme Court 

(To fill \'&Caney) 

F or Clerk o r Supreme Court 
(To 1111 va~anry) 

C •• PAISE 
o! Fnrettc County 

D 
D 
0 
D 
D 
D 

STATE TICKET 
For Gol·ernor 

I S McCRILLfS 
of Polk Co uoty 

F or Lieutenan t Governo r 

ERNEST HOLTZ 
or Dubuqu e County 

For Secretary or Stato 

WILJ.IAM STRAUSS 
or Des Moines Co unty 

Fo r Audit or of Stnte 

ERSEST C PIERCE 
of Woodbury Co unty 

For Trensurer or State 

HE~R\' TAYLOR 
of Adair Co unty 

For Attorney Gen eral 

T F WILUS 
of Page Co unty 

For Superintendent o! Puhllc 
Instruction 

LENA BILTERliAN 
oC Mon roe Cou nty 

For Judgefl of Suprem~ Court 

A W RICKER 
of Decatur County 

WILLIAM G STUART 
o r Jackson Coun ty 
(To fill ,·acau cy) 

For Clerk uf Supreme Court 
(To f\11 ,·acancy ) 

J S DAGGETT 
ot Union Co unty 

D !•'or 
o r )fa rion Cou nty 
Hnllroad Comm iRsio ne r 

S S 1\F.TCHli" 
of !\tarsha\1 County 

D 
D 

For Railroad Commiaeioner 

MAfl\ J GRO\'ES 

D 
D 
D For Hallr<>ad Comml .. loner 

E E BENNETT 
or ~1ad iso n County 

D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D For Railroad Comml .. ioner 

L M HA \HER, JR 
or BlaciC Ha.,.·k County 

COS(il!f.S~IOHL TICKET 
For Rcprcsentnlln~ In Co ngreSB 

D Firth Uist rl rt 

JAMt:S W GOOD 
o r L inn Coun t y 

D 
LEGISL.-\TI\ E TICKET 

F u r St.atf' SPnator 
~ 8.th District 

W C STUCI\SLAGER 
o r Li on County 

o r Emmet County 

COSGRESSIOSAL TlfKET 

D 

D 

For Rep resentnt h·c in Congress 
Fifth Distri ct 

SUUEL 1\ TRACY 
of Linn Cou ttly 

LEGISLATI\"E TICKET 
For State Senator 

~Gth Dlotrlct 

T J D.\ \'IS 
of Linn County 

I 

COSGRESSIO~-.U TICKET CONGRESSIONAL TICKET 
For Rep r<>!Pll lll t ive tn Congress For Repres•nlll tive IJj {:ongrees 

Flttb District D Fif th Dlsltlct D 
C r WHITTEMORE 

o! Linn County 

D 
LEGISUTirE TICI\RT 

F or St~tc Senator 
:?'6th Oflltict 

HuGH BO\'D 
or Linn Co11.nty 

L A HlNSON 
ot Marshall County 

LEGISLATI\'E TICKET 
For State Sena tor 

26lb. District 
Fo r Slllte Repr~eniatlves 

48th District 

10 

b 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 

i'or Preoldeot 

THOMAS E WATSON 
or Georrla 

For Vlc&-Presldeut 

SAIIUEL W WILLIAIIS 
of Indiana 

For El&<:tora at Larre 
8 )( HAR\'EY 
Ol Polk County 

B f llcDANIEL 
of Decatur County 

For ltiiector , First Dlalrlct 
THOliAS H McCLEAN 
oC Waahlngton County 

For Elector, Second Dlatrlct 

A F RANDOLPH 
of Scott County 

For :S:Ieclor, Third Dlatrlct 

I .N SMITB 
oC Dubuque County 

For ~ettor , Fourth O!e!riet 

H J PRUDHO!t 
of Cb lckau. w Ooulltt 

For I!&<:Jor , Flltll Dlftrlct 

E B LAlli 
ot Grundy CountT 

For ll:lettor, Sixth Dlltrlct 

J A WOODCOCK. 

D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
.D 
·o 

NATIONAL TICKET 
For Preotdent 

THOMAS L HIStiEN 
of M&lllacbnoelt. 

For VIce-P<ealdent 
JOHN TEMPLE GRAVES 

of Oeorglr. 

For Electors a t La~ 

J A LOWENBERG 
or Wapello CoontJ 

LEOSARD iROWN 
ot Polk Coun\}' 

For Ele<.lo r . Fl"'t Olatrlct 

E F FLEUR\' 
of Des Moln88 Coanty 

For Jlli&etor, Seeond Dtatrlot 

G W WICHJIAN 
of Scott County 

For Eleetor , 'I1J 1111 DlotMot 

CHRISTIAN JENSn 
oC Buchanan CountJ 

For Elector, P'onrtll Dlltrltt 

RICHARD N IUVRLL 
or Flb16 Coollt:r 

For IC!e<1tor , Fifth Plot~ 
L E EARLSBl' 

of Belrtob Cout!l7 
J'or JUeotor, Blxth Dlltrl~ 

ROSS STEINHOFF 
of Wapello Collllt7 

D F or 

ot Monroe Count)' 
El&<:tor, Snenth Olstrlct 

A W POTl'BOFF 
ot Po lk Cou llty 

D 
D 
D 

For tlee~r . 114•enlb Olltrlet 
WALTBlt 1J oLNtY 

of Po lit Ct~u n tr 

D 
0 

For Elector , Elshth Dltt rlct 

L K VERRTLINd 
of Decatu r Cqunty 

For El&<:tor, Ninth Dis tr ict 

)OBN WJLSON 
of Caa• County 

0 

For Eleclor , !:lghtll l}tatrll!t 

EU8liA C MA\'BlW 
ot Decattlr COudty 

For !!lector, Ninth 'l:llatrlct 

D E MORIS! 
ot Shefby Coo nt1 

0 For !:ltctor, Ten th Dlatr lct 

A SORELII!S ~ 
~ 

For !!:lector , tenth Dlatrlct 

FRHK )( BIGIIS 
or Boont Countr ol Crl wrord County 

D F'o r Elector , El e \'ecth Dlatrlct 

CHARLES DOSE\' AN 
of Woodbury Co unt 7 

For Elector, Ele•entb Dlltrlat 
S ARTHCR WALl£1 

ot Clay c ou n t)· 

D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 

D 
D 
D 
ID 
D 
D 

STATE TICKET 
For Oo\'eroor 
D C COWLRS 

or Decatur County 
For Lieu tenab,i;,e..Ye~ 

STEPHEN HARVEY 
oC Pol k County 

For Secretary ot Slate 

J N M ARTI~ 
ot Ca•s Co unty 

For Audito r o r State 

W.>\.RSF.R STARR 
ot Pottawaltamle County 

For Treu•u rer of State 

For 

1.1:1\E }lcDOWELL 
oC Shelby Co unty 

For Att o rn ey Gene ral 

C A GAYLORD 
of Floyd County 

Superluteodent of Public 
Instru ct ton 

A I WILLARD 
of Urundy Co unty 

For Judges of BuJireme Court 

(To fi ll vacancy) 

~ 
:J 
:J 
:J 
~ 

~ 

0 
0 
0 
D 

STAT£ TICKET 
For Oorernor 
L H WELLI!R 

or Chi ckasa w Cou nty 
For Lieu tenant Goveroor 

A J CRONKHITE 
of Linn County 

For Secretary or State 

HA RRY H MIX 
or Linn Coun ty 

For Audi to r of Slllte 

JUES E DANI!K 
of Linn County 

For T reas ure r o ! Slate 

HARRY SOWDEN 
or Dee !\l o in~• Collnty 
For Attorney Gen oral 

W H n;, FLEET 
or IP.e Count.,)' 

For SUP<>rlnten drn t o r Publle 
Instruction 

L J IIESUR 
of Des Moinea County 

r'or Judgl!fl or Su JITOJlle Court 

G B HOLBElLT 
o! Johnaon Count y 

JUlES HO URIRAR 
of Henry CO unty 
!To fill ,·acancY) 

For Clerk of Supr(I D1e Co urt I }o~o r Cle rk or Supreme Cou rt 
(To Ill! vacancy) D (To fi ll ncancy) 

s ~ IDDINOS I 
of W oodbury County 

For Railroad Coru Ollsaloner D For Railroad Comrul oolo n~r 

IRL DE~ 1 F M SIMPSOX 
o! ~ Co1.1nt y : of Wapello Cownty 

CONGRESSIOXAL TICKU ~ l'ONGRE~SIO~AL TICKRT 
For Representative In Conrreaa For Reprl'S<!Iltall•e In Congr-D FHth District • D Filth Ulstrlct 

D 
LEGISLATIVE TICKBT 

For State Seuator 
26th District 

I 

D 
LEGISLA'n\"E TICKET 

For Stale Senator 
~6th Distric t 

D 
D 

For State He presco tath·ea 
4 Slh Distri ct 

J W BOWMAS 0 
D 

For State Re pre9en tattves 
48th Ulslrlot 

ELJI ER D NEAL D 
D 

For St.att> ROJW't>l!<lllt a.tltes 
48'tb Dtsmtt 

M E Hll'ii\LKY 

D 
REI'UllLICAN--<."ontlaucd 10 

Fo r StalP RepNll!entallves 
t8tb. Dlatrict b For State RA!presehtatlveo 

48th Dlotrl~ 

D 
D 
0 
0 
D 
D 

or Linn Couuty 

EHSEST R JIOORl 
o r Llun Cdunty 

conn TICKET 
For County Aud !tor 

•• J CLEVELAN D 
of Ma rton To wnablp 

For County Troa• urc r 

HARRY E PRATl' 
or Ravtds To ,.·n•b.lp 

For Clerk oC Dis trict Cnurt 
WILLI!lf Dt!I~ I S 

ol Franklin Townah lp 
For Sbdr;rr 

WX G LOFTUS 
or Rapids Township 
For County Recorder 

J E COOK 
of Ma rion Townsll tp 

For County Attorney 

FRANCIS A HEALD 
of Rapldt Towllllblp 

(Continued on Foutb Column ) 

D 
0 
0 
[] 
CJ 
D 

or Linn Conotr• 

JO H~ W YOUNG 
of Linn County• 

COliSTY TICKET 
For County A'Jc.lltor 

D W REYSOLDS 
of Rapids Towubip 

For County Treasurer 

CHARLES W BRUB AKER 
ot Cedar Township 

F or C le rk o r Dist ric-t' Cou r t 
S ~ PARSONS 

of Ma rion Townab. lp 
Fo r Sben rr 

WORTH EN GLISH 
or Ma ine Townah lp 

F or Cou nty Recorde r 

J W BATES 
ot Main e Townah lp 

For County Attotney 

CHARLES J HAAS 
or Marion Township 

(Contloed on Firth Column) 

D 
D 
D 
D 
D 
D 

ot Linn .Coun t)" 

W C TltOJIPSON 
oC Linn County 

COUNTY TICKET 
For Count1 Auditor 

For Cou nty T,,.u;u rer 

For Clerk or Dletrlat Court 

W H DAVIS 
of P'ranklln Townablp 

For Shllt: l.'t 

For Count1 Recorder 

For CountY AttorneJ 

(Conllnuod From Flr.t Column) 

D For County Sut>erlutendent 

A BRUCE ALDEalAN 
oC Gra nt Townablp D For Cou nty Surveyor 

D For Co ro ner 

WALTER S KING 
ot Rapids Tow nsb. lp 

0 
DI!:MOCilA'I' IC--<JonllaQed 

(Con tinned ••rom !leoon!l Colum n ) 

D For Coubl)" S.Uper la te ndent 

IIIXLDA II SHANKLU/ 
o r Brown Tow nob lp 

J W BOWD18S 

D 
As reqnirtd In 8cc:tlon till of 

{Term 

D 

SUPER\'ISOR TICKET 
For Co11 n ty Supervisor 

begin ning !! rot Monday 
January, 1 909). 

ALLAN McDUFF 

D Fo r Coun ty 8uneyor 

ot ll rown Townolllp 
of 1 D For CoroDe r 

Da F G LADD 
ol Rap!do TOW'aoil lp 

the Code of Iowa. I b<>rebr cft'ttl1 
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five commissioners at large for staggered six-year terms. 

This means an addition to the ballot of one or two positions 

every two years. 

City Elections 

Ballots for city elections in Iowa never have been par­

ticularly long, and over the years they have become shorter. 

The traditional mayor-council form of government has been, 

and still is, the most prevalent form of government. How­

ever, Iowa made a significant contribution to experimenta­

tion with new forms of city governance that had a tremendous 

impact on the short ballot movement. 

City government was a special target of the reformers of 

the Progressive Era because that was the scene of much 

graft, corruption, patronage, and other abuses. Partisan 

elections prevailed everywhere, and party machines and 

bosses were in firm control in many cities. 

Although corruption and scandals were relatively rare in 

Iowa cities, there still was great interest in reform of 

city government. Iowa became one of the leaders in the 

reform movement, and one of the state's early innovations 

was hailed and copied widely throughout the country. 

At the turn of the century, city elections were held 

annually or biennially on the last Monday in March; elec­

tions were set biennially in odd-numbered years in 1907.[47] 

Terms of office were for two years. 

In addition to members of the city council, cities over 

15,000 elected a mayor, solicitor, treasurer, auditor, engi­

neer, assessor, and judges of the superior or police court. 
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Cities between 2,000 and 15,000 elected a mayor, solicitor, 

treasurer, and assessor. Towns under 2,000 elected a mayor, 

clerk, treasurer, and assessor.[48] 

Other officers, such as members of park boards, also 

were elected in some cities. 

Cities were divided into wards of equal population for 

purposes of electing council members, although the number of 

wards and councilmen elected varied. Terms were for two 

years. In cities over 15,000, two council members were 

elected at large and one from each ward. Cities between 

2,000 and 15,000 could have between three and seven wards, 

and elect two council members from each ward. In towns 

(places under 2,000), six councilmen were elected for three­

year terms.[49] 

Nomination of all candidates for city offices was made 

by party caucuses and conventions. In the early 1920s, 

primary elections were required in cities over 15,000 

popu1ation.[50] 

Through the years, various administrative officers, 

except for the mayor, were dropped from the ballot: solici­

tors in cities of the second class in 1913, assessors in 

1947, for example.[51] 

The municipal code of 1951 required that all administra­

tive officers (except the mayor) be appointed unless the 

council by ordinance provided for election of certain offi­

cers. The date of municipal elections was changed to the 

Tuesday after the first Monday in November in odd-numbered 

years. Terms of office of elected officials were for two 
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years, unless by popular vote the terms were set at four 

years.[52] 

Thus, city ballots became shorter through the years. 

However, for cities that chose to adopt the commission or 

city manager forms of government, short ballots became 

reality much earlier. 

"The Des Moines Plan" 

It was the commission plan of city government, author-

ized statewide by the legislature in 1907, that became the 

pet of reformers throughout the country, generated a great 

deal of publicity, and became a model for non-partisan, 

short ballot governance. It incorporated nearly all the 

reform features then popular.[53] 

Following are some comments by writers of the period: 

Another significant accomplishment of Iowa 
Progressivism was the enactment into law of provi­
sions for cities having a population of 25,000 or 
over to adopt the commission plan of city govern­
ment. This plan, commonly referred to as 'The Des 
Moines Plan,' had been adopted in the state capital 
the year before and seemed to be a successful way 
of controlling the problems of machine politics, 
inefficiency, and incompetency in larger city 
administrations.[54] 

... the citizens of Des Moines did not con­
tent themselves with having a popular and workable 
government for its own sake, but advertised it far 
and wide as the city's chief civic asset. 

* * * 
In obtaining permission from the state of Iowa 

to adopt the commission form of government, Des 
Moines hit upon a device which has accelerated the 
movement in the country by several degrees. This 
was the adoption of a state-wide permissive law 
which made it possible for any city (within certain 
limits of classification) to put the plan into 
operation by a popular election, called upon peti­
tion of 25 percent of the qualified electors. Seven 
Iowa cities reorganized under this arrangement. 

The Des Moines charter added to the structure 

what were at the time unknown and untried 'devices' 
of the initiative, referendum, and recall, measures 
designed to make doubly sure that the people would 
control. This instrument also included civil ser­
vice and corrupt practices provisions and a scheme 
of non-partisan elections. These features, however, 
were all taken from older forms; and they consti­
tute no essential part of the commission movement, 
inasmuch as one or all of them are absent from vir­
tually every law except the Iowa statute.[55] 

It is this same simplicity which makes pos­
sible the non-partisan ballot. A non-partisan bal­
lot must be short. In most of the cities, thanks 
again to the Short Ballot, the Des Moines plan of 
the non-partisan primary has been copied to advan­
tage, and the people, big, unorganized and clumsy 
as they are, have been able to take over the func­
tion of weeding out the aspirants and deciding the 
contests, without accepting the help of private 
machinery. [56] 

In the twenty-seven American states which have 
authorized the adoption of the commission form of 
city government sixty cities now have taken steps 
to operate under this system. The growth of the 
commission form of government has been so rapid 
that it has befuddled the politicians. And the pro­
visions for government under the Des Moines plan of 
commission government are so radical that the city 
politician of the old school finds his occupation 
gone as soon as the new plan is in operation.[57] 

Under the plan, a mayor and four council members were 

elected biennially. Voters in the non-partisan primary 
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selected the top two candidates for mayor and the top eight 

candidates for council to run in the general municipal elec-

tion. After the election, each commissioner was assigned a 

city department, or group of departments, to supervise. 

Other features of the plan were that franchises must be 

approved by popular vote and that no free passes could be 

issued by city franchised transportation firms.[58] 

Another popular form of government, the city manager 

plan, was first adopted in Staunton, Virginia, in 1908, and 
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was authorized for all cities and towns in Iowa in 1915.[59] 

Both the commission and the council-manager forms were 

short ballot plans of government from the start; through 

evolution, the mayor-council form as practiced in Iowa has 

become a short ballot form. 

Although cities in Iowa now can have virtually any plan 

of governance they choose through adopting city charters, 

only variations on the three basic forms--mayor-council, 

commission, and city manager--have appeared, and nearly all 

charters incorporate short ballot principles. 

School Elections 

In earlier times school elections were relatively infor­

mal affairs; in fact, they weren't formal elections as such, 

just neighborhood meetings. As the 1897 Code stated: "A 

meeting of the voters of each school corporation shall be 

held annually on the second Monday in March."[60] At these 

annual meetings, directors were elected and other school 

business transacted. 

In larger school districts, directors were elected by 

ballot. Three to seven directors were elected for three-year 

terms; in some districts, a treasurer also was elected. 

School districts of 5,000 or more population had formal 

elections, including voter registration in cities that had 

registration for other elections. Some districts were 

divided into subdistricts for purposes of electing direc­

tors.[61] 

Later, elections by ballot in which the laws regarding 
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general elections were applicable were required of all inde­

pendent city or town districts.[62] 

The Des Moines school district was made a special case 

by a 1927 act: its elections were to be held biennially on 

the second Monday in March in odd-numbered years; nine 

directors were elected for six-year terms.[63) In other dis­

tricts, seven, five, or three directors were elected for 

three-year terms. 

School districts could elect directors at large, or from 

subdistricts, or a combination of both methods.[64] 

In 1959 the date for school elections was changed from 

March to the second Monday in September each year, except 

for Des Moines which continued to have biennial school elec­

tions.[65) 

Although the basic structure of school organization, 

including elections, has not changed much over the past 100 

years, school organizations themselves have changed a great 

deal. Throughout this period, school district reorganization 

has been a major political issue. The state has tried numer­

ous devices and strategies to encourage or mandate districts 

to merge or combine into larger and ever larger districts. 

In the early years of this period, the state department 

of public instruction and the county boards of education 

were assigned the responsibilities for overseeing these 

mergers. This resulted in numerous changes in the 

organization of the county school boards. 

Earlier, members of the county board and the county sup­

erintendent were elected. Effective in 1915, these offices 
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were removed from the ballot. Members of the county board 

were elected at conventions of local school district repre­

sentatives. There were six members of the county board; for 

a time they were elected for three-year terms, then six year 

terms. These boards appointed the county superintendent.[66] 

Then, in 1948, the county boards became elective again. 

There were five members, four elected from election dis­

tricts and one at large; they were elected at the annual 

school elections in odd-numbered years for six-year terms. 

These boards continued to elect the county superinten­

dent.[67] The terms of board members were changed from six 

years to three years in 1970.[68] 

The county boards were abolished in 1975 and replaced by 

the area education agencies. Originally, these regional 

bodies were coterminous with the merged area school dis­

tricts, the agencies charged with administering the state's 

system of junior and community colleges and vocational 

institutes. Directors of the AEAs are elected for three-year 

terms at conventions held two weeks after the regular school 

elections. Delegates to these conventions are local school 

personnel and cast votes proportionate to the enrollment of 

the districts they represent.[69] 

Effective in 1981, the number of directors of both the 

area education agencies and the merged area schools were set 

at not less than five nor more than nine.[70] The AEAs and 

the merged areas are no longer coterminous.[71] 

The merged area schools are governed by elected boards 

of directors; the directors are elected on a nonpartisan 

basis by districts for three-year terms at the regular 

school elections.[72] Election of these directors thus 

lengthens the school ballot. 

ELECTIONS BY DISTRICTS OR AT LARGE? 
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At several points in this history we have encountered 

the question of whether members of policy-making bodies 

should be elected by districts or at large. This has been a 

controversial question for political scientists and 

practical politicians for many years; there certainly is no 

consensus in either group. The answer to the question has an 

impact on the length of the ballot: whether voters select 

one representative or several at any given election. 

In general, in this country we have favored election 

from districts, each electing a single representative, for 

representatives in congress and the state legislatures, but 

when it comes to local government bodies, there is no 

settled pattern. 

From this review of Iowa laws and practices over the 

past 100 years it appears that the legislature has tended to 

prefer at-large election of boards of supervisors, city 

councils, and local school boards. At the same time, the 

legislature from time to time has permitted election to 

these bodies by districts; usually, such a change requires 

approval by the voters. In the case of regional library dis­

tricts and the merged area schools, the legislature has man­

dated election by districts. 

In accordance with short ballot principles, many reform-
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ers of the Progressive Era, including Woodrow Wilson,[73] 

favored election from districts. As Richard s. Childs wrote: 

We have a prejudice in this country against 
ward-elected aldermen, but the trouble lies in the 
pettiness and insignificance of the job rather than 
the pettiness of the ward. If our ward alderman 
were the 'head of the ticket,' the whole ticket in 
fact, and if he were to be one of the supreme board 
of directors of the city, we busy citizens would 
know about him just as we know about the mayor now. 
And, like the mayor, he would be a clear target for 
the active criticism of every voter. [74] 

A new element of controversy has been introduced 

recently. A federal district court has ruled that the 

at-large election of members of the Springfield, Ill., 

commission-plan form of government is in violation of the 

federal 1964 voting rights act in that it tends to 

discriminate against racial minorities in certain circum-

stances.[75] Similar charges have been made in other juris-

dictions. 

DID SHORT BALLOT REFORMS MAKE A DIFFERENCE? 

Before considering possible future ballot changes based 

on short ballot principles, it is fair to ask whether the 

reforms of the past had the effects their proponents pro-

mised. While this is a fair question, it is a very difficult 

one to answer. It is almost always difficult to say whether 

any governmental reform once adopted had the effects its 

proponents hoped. 

Many persons probably would agree that replacing 

untrained, elective coroners with trained, appointive medi-

cal examiners was a good idea and proably resulted in better 
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government. Many persons also might agree that replacing 

the traditional mayor-council form of municipal government 

with a council-manager form would be beneficial. "Proving" 

the beneficial effects of such reforms is another matter. 

The proponents of short ballot reforms hoped that imple-

menting these principles would result in better informed, 

more independent voters. Has this happened? We do know that 

there are proportionately fewer voters now than there were 

100 years ago; the percentage of eligible voters who 

participate in elections has declined, with some variations 

due to wars and depressions, since the introduction of the 

secret ballot. Is that good or bad, and what influence have 

ballot changes had on voter turnout? 

We do know that contemporary voters are far more inde-

pendent than those of 100 years ago; split-ticket voting has 

increased and straight party voting has declined. But is 

this the result of ballot changes or of the general decline 

in party loyalty? 

Despite difficulties in evaluating governmental and 

political reforms, we must continue to make decisions based 

on the best information available to us at the moment. 

Short ballot principles made sense to many people ninety 

years ago and to many others during the years since then; 

they still make sense to many persons today. 

Each proposal must be evaluated on its own merits, in 

terms of the needs and conditions of the day; that's the 

best we can do. 



32 

POSSIBLE FUTURE CHANGES IN THE BALLOT 

In the concluding section of this review, we will con-

sider some possible future changes in election laws and 

political procedures that have short ballot implications. In 

all of these matters, short ballot considerations are only 

one factor, usually a minor one, but that is consistent with 

the history of the concept. The short ballot principle is 

one argument for promoting reforms that have other merits as 

well. 

Many arguments, for and against, could be made for each 

of these proposals. To list the pros and cons is not the 

intent of this report, although the major arguments will 

always stand. On the one hand, many argue that each office 

removed from the ballot takes from the people a measure of 

direct control. By contrast, many others argue that voters 

can make better informed decisions if the ballot contains 

only major governmental offices. 

In general, this presentation begins with proposals that 

seem to have the best chances of being adopted in the near 

future, then moves to proposals that seem to have lesser and 

more distant prospects. 

Electing the Governor and Lieutenant Governor As a Team 

The proposal for electing the governor and lieutenant 

governor as a team, as we do with the president and the vice 

president, has been around for a long time, certainly as 

long as the national model. A constitutional amendment call-

ing for this change, and four-year terms for both officials, 

passed the 1965 session of the legislature.[76] It failed to 

33 

pass a second legislative session, so died for that time. 

However, four-year terms for all elective state officials 

were adopted later. 

Another proposed amendment to achieve the "team" objec­

tive was passed in the 1984 legislative session; however, 

there was a defect in the timing of the proposed change.[77] 

A revised proposal passed the 1986 session.[78] If this pro-

posed amendment passes again in identical form in 1987 or 

1988, the amendment will be presented to the voters in the 

1988 general election; if adopted by the people, the change 

will become effective with the 1990 election. 

Shortening the State Ballot 

Removing minor state administrative offices from the 

ballot has been a prime objective of reformers from the Pro-

gressive Era onward. Many such efforts have been made in 

many states, either through amending or revising state con-

stitutions.[79] 

Concerning efforts in Iowa to remove administrtators 

from the ballot, Horack reported in 1921: 

The primary will work at its best only when 
the principle of the short ballot is observed. And 
by the short ballot is meant the elimination of the 
minor State and local offices not only from the 
primary ballot but also from the general election. 
In respect to State offices the observance of this 
principle has not been possible under the Iowa Con­
stitution; but the convening of a constitutional 
convention in the near future offers an unusual 
opportunity to shorten the ballot and to provide 
for an administrative system in the State similar 
to that employed in the Federal government. [80] 

Horack and others were to be disappointed about the 

prospects of a constitutional convention; the convention, 
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which had been voted by the voters in the 1920 election, was 

never called.[81] 

Another attempt to remove the state administrative 

offices from the ballot was initiated in 1965. The legis­

lature that year passed a proposed constitutional amendment 

that would give the governor the power to appoint a secre-

tary of state, treasurer of state and attorney general; the 

state auditor would be selected by the legislature. No 

further action was taken on this proposed amendment.[82] 

Shortening the County Ballot 

Proposals for shortening the county ballot by removing some 

of the administrative offices from the ballot also have been 

around for a long time. The office of county attorney was 

removed from the constitution in 1970. Now that all county 

offices are statutory, every office could be removed from 

the county ballot by the legislature. 

In 1978, the voters of the state adopted a constitu-

tional amendment extending to counties home rule powers 

granted by a similar amendment to cities a decade earlier. 

However, legislation to implement this amendment to allow 

counties to adopt alternate forms of government or charters 

has not been adopted. 

Legislation has been proposed that would allow the 

voters of a county to choose from several forms of 

government provided by statute, or to adopt county charters. 

Consolidated governance of one or more cities and a county, 

or two counties, also would be possible.[83] If other forms 

or a charter were to be adopted by individual counties, one 

.. 
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or more current elective offices might be removed from the 

ballot. [ 84] 

Eliminating Township Government 

Elimination of township trustees was recommended as 

early as 1933.[85] Many of the traditional functions of 

township government have been transferred to the county 

since 1900, including the welfare, road, and assessment 

functions. Adoption of the unified court system eliminated 

the township law enforcement and judicial functions. 

The U. s. census bureau does not regard Iowa townships 

as independent units of government. The 1982 Census of Gov-

ernments states: 

. . . the townships in Iowa have such 
limited discretion in the conduct of their 
affairs that they are classified as county 
government agencies rather than as 
independent governments[[86] 

The township unit still operates as a taxing unit, pre-

cinct for election purposes, and performs some other func-

tions. Some townships are charged with maintenance of 

cemeteries, town halls, parks, and playgrounds. Township 

trustees, by statute, serve as fence viewers. 

At the present time, it is difficult to get people to 

run for township trustee or clerk; in many places, a totally 

write-in ballot is presented to the voters. In 1987 the leg-

islature considered allowing the county board of supervisors 

to appoint township officers when no person is elected or 

when a vacancy occurs.[87] 

It seems only a short step for the county to assume all 

remaining township functions, thus eliminating the township 
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as a unit of government and shortening the ballot in rural 

areas. 

Eliminating Two Other Offices 

The two new elective bodies created by the legislature 

in the 1970s--the regional library boards and the soil dis­

trict commissions--might be removed from the ballot. Such 

changes have not been seriously considered by the legisla­

ture. 

Combining City and School Elections 

As a means of reducing the costs of holding separate 

elections and possibly increasing voter turnout, it has been 

proposed that city and school elections be held at the same 

time. Under this proposal, school elections would be moved 

from the second Tuesday after the first Monday in September 

to the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November, the 

same date as city elections. Instead of having school 

elections every year, a biennial nonpartisan local election 

would be held. 

A bill to accomplish this change passed one house of the 

legislature a few years ago; similar legislation passed the 

senate in the 1987 session.[88] 

An extension of this proposal is to move the observance 

of Veterans' Day from November 11 to the first Tuesday after 

the first Monday in November. Thus, election day would be a 

holiday, the same date every year, with the general election 

in even-numbered years and the local nonpartisan election in 

odd-numbered years.[89] 

The current proposed legislation would change the terms 
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of school board directors from three years to four years. 

some cities now elect officers for two-year terms. If 

offices for both cities and school districts are put on the 

same ballot, a ballot of ten or twelve offices would not be 

uncommon. However, if staggered four-year terms are set for 

both groups of officers, the length of the ballot could be 

reduced. 

Removing Judges from the Ballot 

The 1962 judicial amendment to the state constitution 

eliminated the partisan election of judges, substituting for 

it a system of appointment from lists of nominees proposed 

by special judicial nominating commissions. However, voters 

are required to decide whether or not individual judges 

should be retained in office when their terms expire. 

Under the judicial amendment of 1972, the supreme court 

was given responsibility for disciplining all judges and 

providing for retirement of judges. In addition, the legis­

lature retains the constitutional power of impeachment. Per­

haps the ''automatic recall" provisions of the 1962 amendment 

could be repealed, in the interests of reducing the length 

and complexity of the ballot. 

HOW SHORT SHOULD THE BALLOT BE? 

In his 1942 review, Albright reports that the ballots he 

examined ranged in length from one to seventy offices.[90] 

Ballots containing more than fifty offices were not uncommon 

at the turn of the century. Earlier in this report, we dis-
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cussed ballots in Iowa ranging from thirty-seven to fifty 

offices. 

How short should a short ballot be? In discussing this 

issue, the authors of the New York short ballot proposal in 

1914 agreed that the fifty-seven offices on an Illinois bal-

lot they examined was obviously too long, and that the fif­

teen or twenty then common in New York was probably too 

many. They commented: 

You or I may think that the people ought to 
look up fifteen sets of candidates and pass careful 
judgment on each of them individually, but our 
opinion is of no importance. The simple fact is 
that a ballot of fifteen offices involves more work 
than his majesty, the citizen, cares to do .... 

The workable limit of the ballot is about five 
offices.[91] 

The authors of the Virginia short ballot proposal (1926) 

quoted from a booklet from the National Municipal League: 

A long ballot . . . is not really democratic, 
but constitutes in effect a disfranchisement to the 
majority of workaday voters and accordingly there 
might properly be included in the bill of rights . 
. • a provision that . . . more than five offices 
should never be allowed to be submitted simulta­
neously to popular vote, lest the people thereby be 
prevented from giving to each elective office that 
effective public scrutiny by which they can protect 
themselves.[92] 

How this ideal ballot of five offices was derived is not 

clear; however, it was generally accepted as the target for 

ballot length by the Progressive Era reformers. 

An Illustrative Short Ballot for Iowa 

Shown below is how the ballot would look if all the 

proposals discussed so far in this review for shortening the 

general election ballot were adopted--that is, electing the 

governor and lieutenant governor as a team, making the other 

state administrative officers appointive, removing county 

administrative officers from the ballot, abolishing 

townships as units of government, removing the regional 

library boards and soil district commissions from the 

ballot, and dispensing with the vote on retention of 

judges: 

PRESIDENTIAL YEARS 

President and Vice President 
u. s. Senator 
u. s. Representative 
State Senator 
State Representative 
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One to three members of the county board of supervisors 

NONPRESIDENTIAL YEARS 

u. s. Senator 
u. s. Representative 
Governor and Lieutenant Governor 
State Representative 
One to three members of the county board of supervisors 

Thus, the ballot would be shortened to six to eight 

offices in presidential years and five to seven in nonpresi­

dential years. Some additional comments are in order: 

We elect two u. s. Senators for six-year terms on a 

staggered basis. Over a period of three elections, we elect 

senators in two elections, and none in the third. 

State senators are elected for four-year terms; half of 

the districts elect their senators in presidential years, 

the other half in nonpresidential years. 

Two-thirds of the counties have three-member boards of 

supervisors, the other third have five-member boards.[93] 

This means that, with four-year terms, one or two members 
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are elected each election in most counties, two or three in 

the other counties. However, if a county chooses to elect 

its board members from districts, each district elects only 

one supervisor, and that can be only every four years. 

Depending on the local method of choosing supervisors, 

implementation of the ballot changes listed above would 

reduce the length of the ballot to very close to the "ideal" 

five offices. 

School and City Elections 

The length of the ballot in the proposed combined city-

school election in odd-numbered years is more difficult to 

project because of the local options involved. These 

include: 

School boards consist of five members, except that the 

number can be increased to seven by local action. Also, some 

or all directors can be elected from districts rather than 

at large. 

Election of the members of the merged area district 

boards is included here, but these directors are elected 

from districts. Directors' terms could be set at four years 

by legislative action. 

Most cities operate under the mayor-council form of gov­

ernment, in which a mayor and five council members are 

elected at large for two-year terms. However, terms can be 

changed to four years, and some members can be elected from 

wards. Legislation has been proposed that would allow 

smaller cities to have three-member councils by referendum. 

In addition, cities now have power to change to forms of 
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government under which only five council members are elected 

for four-year terms. 

Depending on the options chosen by local officials and 

voters, the ballot for these combined elections could be as 

short as five to seven offices. 

A Shorter Ballot Still? 

The partisan general election ballot could be shortened 

further by adoption of a major constitutional change-­

creation of a single-house legislature. Although a unicam­

eral legislature has not been proposed recently in Iowa, 

the idea was very popular among Progressive Era reformers. 

One reformer commented that the states, in adopting new 

or revised constitutions based on the federal model, had 

adopted one feature of the federal system that they should 

not have, the two-house legislative body, and failed to 

adopt another federal feature that they should have, letting 

the chief executive official appoint the cabinet and major 

department heads. 

The authors of the New York state short ballot proposal 

commented: 

Some day the states may go through the process 
which our cities have, of consolidating the 
unwieldy double legislature into a single and more 
watchable chamber in which membership is a bigger 
honor and less unattractive to men of high ability. 
A single house of, say, fifty would probably result 
in the election of men of the type who are now sent 
to Congress.[94] 

The unicameral concept is consistent with the progres­

sive goals of consolidation and simplification, centrali-
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zing authority and responsibility, and focusing public 

attention on as few offices as possible. 

So far, Nebraska is the only state to have adopted a 

unicameral legislature, and that state just completed fifty 

years of experience with it. 

There are many arguments that can be made both for and 

against unicameral legislative bodies that are beyond the 

scope of this report. The proposal merits mention here 

because it is consistent with short ballot principles: 

eliminating one house of the legislature would indeed 

shorten the ballot. 

CONCLUSION 

In closing I would like to quote two more passages about 

the philosophy of government that guided the Progressive Era 

proposals. The first is from Derr's dissertation: 

But the real thrust of progressive reform was 
toward order and centralization. The premise of 
idealistic reformers was that state power would be 
a countervailing beneficent shield for the people 
against harm done by monopolists, by corporations, 
and by apathy and indifference. . . . Opportunity 
would be re-introduced into Ameri·can life. Entry to 
power would be public, and leaders accountable. 
Covert activities would be very difficult in such a 
system, which was based on the ideals of fairness 
and equal freedom of access. Randomness and varia­
tion in standards undermine fairness: government 
oversight was necessary to coordinate and ensure 
homogeneity of process. The ultimate goal was a 
more liberal and humane society.[96] 

The reformers of the Progressive Era had a genuine 

concern for democratic institutions and processes, for 

political structures and procedures in themselves, quite 

apart from substantive concern for ideology, political phi-
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losophy, or the particular candidates and issues of the day. 

They shared with the framers of the constitution the 

belief that if the proper structure and procedures of 

government were firmly established, the people could take 

care of the business of government for themselves. For the 

short ballot advocates, a ballot that the voters could 

manage intelligently was an important ingredient of 

democracy. 

William Allen White expressed this concern for process 

most eloquently when he wrote: 

Democracy is arming itself with the full power 
of the ballot. It is vastly more important that it 
shall have weapons and equipment for the fight than 
that it shall have a programme. . . . The important 
thing, the paramount thing, manifest in our growth 
as a people is the growth of democratic 
institutions--the broadening and deepening of the 
power of the people . . • The deepening power of 
the people means that the people are preparing by 
some subconscious prescience for a great struggle. 
They do not know definitely what it is. In the 
nature of things they may have no programme. A cut 
and dried platform, a formal declaration of 
principles, economic or a social scheme would limit 
the scope of the movement and curtail its 
usefulness. • . . Coming events must be met, not 
by a party or a set of principles, but by an 
attitude of mind. The reaction must be simple, but 
inevitable. [ 97] 
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