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he 2000 presidential elecrion
spawned many changes in the vor-

ing process—most notably the

demise of punch cards, the advent of

statewide poll-closing times and the mod-
ernization of voter databases. In Novem-
ber, San Francisco will implement an indi-
rect offshoot of that infamous elecrion:
instant runoff voting. Bringing the con-
cept from the world of academics and
political insiders to the masses will nat be
easy—it's up to an embattled elections
department to show that it can handle the
unfamiliar voting system.

The concept behind instant runoff vor-
ing is simple. Instead of picking just one
candidare for each office, voters will rank
their top choices (in San Francisco, the
top three). The choices go through an
algorithm ro ensure that one candidate
finishes with a majority of the vore, unlike
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Instant runoff voting,
in which citizens rank
candidates in order
of preference, is a
promising concept.
But there are
political and technical
obstacles to
implementing it.

BY ANYA SOSTEK

the current plurality system in which the
candidate with the most votes wins,
regardless of whether or not that candi-
date gets a majority. To proponents of
instant runoff voting, the guarantee of a
majority is the system’s strongest feature,
“Currently, a candidate that the majority
thinks is the worst choice can be elected,”
says Terry Bouricius, a former Vermont
state legislator who favors instant runoff
voring. *It's such a fundamental flaw.”

In instant runoff voting, all of the top-
choice votes are inirially counted. If any
one candidare receives more than 50 per-
cent of the vote, the elecdon is over and
that candidate is declared the winner. If
no candidate has a majority, the candidare
receiving the fewesr first-choice votes is
eliminated. In the instant runoff, voters
who marked the losing candidate as their
first choice have their votes counted for
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