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Election costs may double

Dutchess may spend $1.2 million for 6 Election Days

By Rebecca Croniser 

11:45 PM, Feb. 12, 2012  

Dutchess County taxpayers may face a bill of more than half a million dollars more than usual with a potential record six Election Days this year.

Last year, the Dutchess County Board of Elections spent $599,071 to run the primary and general elections. This year, that total could be nearly $1.2 million, election officials say.

As it stands, three primary elections are scheduled in New York after a federal judge ruled that congressional primaries must be held June 26. While Assembly Democrats would like the statewide primaries to also be held on that June date, Senate Republicans prefer an August primary. If no action is taken, the statewide primaries will automatically fall on Sept. 11 this year. The presidential primary is April 24.

County officials knew about the possibility of the special election when they worked on the 2012 budget and set aside $275,000 in a contingency fund for it, Dutchess County Democratic Election Commissioner Fran Knapp said.

“We were prepared for the special election, but we didn’t budget for an extra primary,” she said.

The additional June primary could cost Dutchess County $200,000, Dutchess County Republican Election Commissioner Erik Haight said. Statewide, the additional costs are estimated at $50 million.

“This is definitely a unique year,” Haight said. “I can’t recall another when we’ve had so many elections.”

Locally, the cost burden is spread out among the county, cities, school districts and villages.

“A portion of the costs is passed back to the municipalities,” Haight said. “All of these elections will be a burden not only to the county budget, but to everyone.”

That doesn’t sit well with some taxpayers.  “You would think that in these times, the government would be looking at how to save money and not require taxpayers to pay for even more things like extra elections,” said LaGrange resident Lindsay Murphy, 36.

Voting days

Voters will head to the voting booths for six elections this year.

The run on the polls will begin March 20 with four village elections and the special elections to fill the vacant seats in the Assembly 100th District, which has been empty since the November death of Assemblyman Tom Kirwan, and 103rd District, which was vacated by Marc Molinaro after he took office as Dutchess’ county executive Jan. 1.

Voters also will head to the polls for school board elections in May and the general election in November. Village elections for Fishkill will be held June 19.

The costs of the elections add up as the county deploys voting machines, provides ballots and pays election inspectors.  “The largest cost comes from having to pay for election inspectors,” Knapp said.

Election law requires that the county pay for four election inspectors for every election district at a rate of $150 a day for primaries and $215 for the general election. During the primaries, the county is allowed to consolidate some districts and cut down on workers.

Knapp said there is also a concern that if the special election in March is close, machines will be impounded until vote counts can be verified, meaning they may not be available for the presidential primary.

“There are a lot of unknowns this year,” she said.

Add to this the fact the state Legislature is completing redistricting lines for new congressional districts, and the 16 Board of Elections employees can expect to work long hours racking up overtime as they reapportion voters into new districts.

Gov. Andrew Cuomo has expressed his displeasure with the additional voting days.  “It’s very expensive for the state,” Cuomo said in a statement. “I don’t think the taxpayers want to pay for three elections.”

Possible changes

Other than the primaries, officials said, it would be difficult to consolidate the elections.  “School elections are dictated by education law and are a different animal,” Haight said. “Villages conduct their own elections. … (New York Conference of Mayors) sets their political calendar.”

But there can be benefits to having multiple elections.

“If you have all the elections on one day, then each election would have less attention and focus,” said Russ Haven, legislative counsel for the New York Public Interest Research Group, a good government group based in Albany. “The clutter would be louder if you had school board candidates competing with state offices for attention from the voters. … You can’t really do democracy cheap.”

Haven said he doesn’t believe the state and federal primaries will remain on separate days for long, which would mean that six elections in a year would be a rare occurrence.

“I have a feeling the Legislature is going to resolve this, if not this year, for the future,” he said.

“Then again, we’re talking about Albany,” he added.
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