Direct Democracy Options
Direct democracy is the term used to describe particular forms of vote within any democratic system.
The term direct democracy is commonly used to refer to three distinct types of vote or instruments:



referendum, which consists of a vote of the electorate required by the legal framework or
requested by the Executive or Legislative on an issue of public policy such as a constitutional
amendment or a proposed law;



citizens’ initiative, which allows a certain number of citizens to initiate a vote of the
electorate on a proposal outlined by those citizens to, for example, amend the constitution,
or adopt, repeal, or amend an existing law; and



recall, which allows a specified number of citizens to demand a vote of the electorate on
whether an elected holder of public office should be removed from that office before the end
of his/her term of office.

The common characteristic of these instruments is that they all give citizens the right to be directly
involved in the political decision making process. Direct democracy is therefore often seen as
conflicting with representative democracy, in which voters elect representatives to make decisions on
their behalf. Alternatively, direct democracy can be viewed as a sometimes necessary means for the
citizens to correct or limit the excesses of elected representatives and leaders, or by the government
as a means of ensuring itself of a mandate to undertake what might otherwise be perceived as
unpopular measures.
Broad arguments are advanced in favour of and against direct democracy.
Proponents argue that direct democracy can help to reduce the "democratic deficit", in which voters
are losing confidence and interest in traditional models of representative democracy. They claim that
by putting power back in the hands of the people, people will take a greater interest and role in issues
of governance, thereby increasing the legitimacy of the democratic systems.
In contrast, critics argue that it undermines and weakens representative government, and that
placing power in the hands of the people can threaten the rights of minorities in society. It is also
argued that many voters do not have sufficient understanding to make informed decisions about
referendum issues, especially in the case of complex constitutional issues. Voter education and
campaign information are therefore significant issues in relation to direct democracy.
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The following links look at the three different instruments of direct democracy in more detail, drawing
attention to how they are designed and administered, and outlining the advantages and disadvantages
of each.

Referendum
"Referendum" is the term given to a direct vote of the electorate required by the legal framework or
requested by the Executive or Legislative on an issue of public policy, in contrast with votes cast at
elections, which are made in relation to parties or individual candidates and generally reflect voters'
preferences over a range of different issues. Referendums may be held in relation to particular
circumstances (e.g., to amend a country's constitution) or in relation to particular political issues (e.g.,
whether or not to join an international organisation) but are in general held in relation to issues of
major political significance. The terms used to define referendums may differ in different countries.

Common types of Referendums
The following are the most common types of referendums held in countries across the world:
Mandatory or obligatory referendum
A mandatory or obligatory referendum is a vote of the electorate which is called automatically under
circumstances defined in the constitution or in the legislation. The consequences of the vote are
usually binding. Therefore, if a proposal passes, the government or appropriate authority is compelled
to implement it. Mandatory referendums may be required in relation to pre-determined issues.
Typically, these are issues of major national significance, for example, adoption of international
treaties, transfer of authority to international bodies, and taxes and public expenditure commitments.
In addition, in many countries, proposed amendments to the constitution must be affirmed by a
referendum.
Alternatively, mandatory referendums may be required in pre-determined situations. One example is
in Presidential systems, where in the case of disagreement between the President and the Legislature,
a referendum may be required to resolve the dispute.
Optional or facultative referendum
The second category of referendum is the optional or facultative referendum. These are votes of the
electorate which are called by a formal demand, which may emanate from the executive, from a
number of members of the legislature, from a number of citizens or from some other defined agent.
The consequences of the vote may or may not be binding. A government can decide to initiate a
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referendum on a major political issue. It might do so because public pressure for a referendum forces
it to hold one, or it might choose to hold a referendum because it is divided on the issue at hand.
Optional referendums initiated by the government have been held frequently in Europe on the issue of
European Union integration (although in some cases, such referendums have been mandatory because
they involve an amendment to a country's constitution). Although these referendums may not be
legally binding, it may be politically difficult for a government to ignore the outcome.
A further type of optional referendum is the abrogative referendum. An abrogative referendum is a
vote of the electorate which may decide to either retain or repeal a law or decree that has been
agreed and promulgated by the legislature and already implemented. Usually, citizens force a vote by
collecting a certain number of signatures in support of a vote (see citizens’ initiative).

Design and Political issues of Referendums
Location of the referendum in the institutional framework
There are therefore key design features that help to define different types of referendums. The first
and perhaps most important is how the referendum fits within a country's overall legal system; are
referendums mandatory under a country's constitution or other laws? Is a referendum required to be
held, or has it been initiated by the government, legislature, or citizens?
Issues
A second key feature is that of the issues in relation to which referendums can be held. If the
circumstances in which referendums can be held are clearly specified in a country's legal framework,
the issues on which referendums can be held will be known. Typically, these will relate to issues of
major constitutional or political significance, such as a country's constitution, sovereignty, or
international relations. A large proportion of referendums held in Europe, for example, have been
connected to the issue of European integration. However, where referendums are optional, the subject
matter on which they are held may vary. Without restrictions, abrogative referendums could relate to
any issue that is the subject of legislation.
Some countries that provide for holding optional/abrogative referendums therefore place restrictions
on the issues that can be the subject of referendums. In Uruguay, for example, referendums cannot
be held in relation to fiscal policy or laws relating to the executive, whilst in Colombia, political
amnesty is barred from being the subject of a referendum (see Case Studies).
Combination of polls
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When a referendum is held, it must be decided whether or not it is to be combined with another poll
(e.g., an ordinary general election), or whether the referendum is to be held separately. It is
sometimes argued that combining polls can increase the risk that voters will confuse separate issues
(e.g., the performance of the incumbent government can be confused with the issue on which the
referendum is being held). However, from an administrative point of view, it may be more cost
effective to hold a referendum at the same time as an election.
The referendum question or ballot text
A second important issue relates to the wording of the referendum question or ballot text put on the
ballot paper. Studies suggest that the wording of the question can have an important effect on the
outcome of a referendum. Who determines the exact question that appears on the ballot is therefore
significant. Is the government responsible for framing the question, even in cases when the
government initiates the referendum and therefore has an interest in designing the question to
increase the chances of achieving its own desired outcome? Does the Electoral Management Body
have oversight of the question? Whoever designs the question, it is important that the question put to
voters is clear and straightforward. Studies have generally shown that when voters are in doubt about
a referendum issue, they tend to be conservative and maintain the status quo.
Campaign regulations
In relation to the referendum campaign, it is vital to make sure that the voters hear the case put
forward on both sides of an issue. Hence, campaign regulations may be implemented to try to ensure
that there is a level playing field between organisations campaigning for and against the referendum.
These might include limits on campaign expenditure (although in some countries limits may be
deemed unconstitutional) and/or controls on the acceptance of campaign contributions, and control on
the access to the media. In Quebec, all interested organisations must group themselves into two
umbrella groups, while elsewhere any number of organisations can campaign independently for or
against an issue being referred to the voters.
The role of the government and provision of information The role of the government in a referendum
campaign can also be important. Is the government allowed to campaign for the outcome it supports?
Does it distribute its own promotional material or run government broadcasts outlining its views?
Similarly, is there a neutral source of information, separate from the government and referendum
campaigners, and/or are there requirements providing for the dissemination of non-partisan
information about the issue to voters? Does the Electoral Management Body have a role in providing
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information to voters? If information is provided through a neutral channel, who can put information
into this channel? Voters may be more inclined to trust information from sources other than
campaigners, and a source of information that is perceived to be neutral will be important to many
voters.
Turnout/majority requirements
Finally, a critical issue is when a proposal is judged to have passed. In some countries, a specified
approval quorum is necessary for a proposal to pass. That is, a minimum number or percentage of the
entire electorate should support the proposal. In others, a referendum vote is only binding if a
specified turnout threshold is reached. Finally, some countries require a double majority to pass (e.g.,
when a referendum must achieve a majority of the overall total votes cast and a majority of votes in
at least a specified proportion of defined lower level electoral areas). Clearly, the requirements for a
successful referendum have an impact on the likelihood of whether a referendum passes or not.
Legal consequences
The outcome of a referendum may either be legally binding or not. It is legally binding if the
government or appropriate authority is compelled to implement it; it is non-binding if it is only
advisory upon the government or appropriate authority. The legal consequences of a vote have to be
clearly specified either in the constitution or in the ad-hoc decisions that call a referendum. In this
context, it is important to distinguish between the legal and political consequences. Even though a
referendum is legally consultative, it may for political reasons be difficult for a government or
authority to evade the outcome.

Advantages and disadvantages of the referendum instrument
Several arguments are advanced in support of and in opposition to referendums.
Supporters of the use of referendums argue that, in the context of increasing voter apathy and
disenchantment with traditional forms of democracy, direct democracy can help to re-engage voters
with politics and democracy. Another argument advanced in favour of referendums is that they can be
used to resolve political problems, particularly for incumbent governments; where a governing party is
divided over an issue, for example, holding a referendum can help reach a solution on the issue
without splitting the party (one example of this is the 1975 UK referendum on whether the UK should
remain in the EC, an issue over which the ruling Labour government was deeply divided). There is also
an argument that governments need a specific popular mandate for any transcendental changes that
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were not part of the original platform on which they campaigned. This is particularly the case when an
amendment to a constitution which itself was approved by referendum is under consideration.
There are also a number of arguments made against the use of referendums. One is that it weakens
representative democracy by undermining the role and importance of elected representatives. Further
to this point, referendums are sometimes seen as a means available to elected representatives to
avoid having to take an unpopular position on a controversial issue. Another is that voters do not
always have the capacity or information to make informed decisions about the issue at stake, and
instead may make ill-informed decisions based on partial knowledge or on the basis of unrelated
factors such as the state of the economy. This trend may be exacerbated in the case of referendums
on complex issues such as constitutional change or international treaties, with which voters are likely
to be unfamiliar.
Opponents of referendums also argue that, if the executive has the power to determine when
referendums are held, they can be used as a political tool to suit the needs of the governing party
rather than the interests of democracy. They also claim that, since in many countries turnout at
referendums is lower than at national elections, the argument that referendums increase the
legitimacy of political decisions does not stand up. However, experts in Switzerland (where a number
of direct democracy votes take place each year) believe that, although turnout at referendums is
around 45%, more than 45% of electors participate in direct democracy, since different voters
participate in the different votes that interest them.

Citizens' Initiatives
The citizens’ initiative instrument allows a certain number of citizens to initiate a vote of the electorate
on a proposal outlined by those citizens. The proposal may, for example, amend the constitution,
repeal or amend an existing law, or adopt (or require the legislature to adopt) an entirely new law.
The number of signatures required to place an initiative on the ballot varies, but is usually a
proportion of the number of voters who voted at the most recent election, or a fixed number or
proportion of registered voters. Depending on the design of the initiative process, if the ballot measure
is passed by voters, it may become part of the state or country's law. The initiative process therefore
provides citizens with an opportunity to directly frame the laws and/or constitution under which they
live. The use of the initiative instrument varies substantially across different countries.

Different types of Citizens' initiative
The following are examples of common types of citizens’ initiative:
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Constitutional
Constitutional initiatives can be used to propose amendments to a country or state’s constitution. The
number of signatures required to place a constitutional measure on the ballot is usually higher than
the number required to place other types of measure on the ballot.
Statutory
Using a statutory initiative, citizens can propose statutory measures to be placed on the ballot. A
lower signature threshold is usually required for this type of initiative.
Direct
If an initiative is a direct initiative, then the measure that is circulated in petition or placed on the
ballot automatically becomes law if it is approved by voters, without any involvement by the
legislature.
Indirect
In contrast, indirect initiatives allow for the involvement of the legislature in framing the laws that
arise from the initiative process. This involvement might take a number of different forms. In some
countries or states, when a petition has met the required threshold, the legislature is able to formulate
its own proposal to go on the ballot as well, to offer voters an alternative between the citizens’
initiative and the legislature's response. Alternatively, the legislature may have a role after a measure
has passed, e.g. if a ballot measure is approved by voters, the legislature may have some scope to
amend the measure or to draft the actual law mandated by the successful initiative.
Agenda Initiatives and Abrogative Referendums
There are two other types of direct democracy mechanisms which are commonly labelled as initiatives,
because they are invoked when citizens collect enough signatures in support of a measure. These are
the agenda initiative and the abrogative referendum. An agenda initiative is a “special” direct
democracy instrument because it enables a number of citizens to submit a proposal which must be
considered by the legislature but which is not put to a vote of the electorate. Details about the
abrogative referendum can be found in the section on referendums

Design and Political Issues

Source URL: http://aceproject.org/ace-en/topics/es/onePage
Saylor URL: http://www.saylor.org/courses/polsc221/

Attributed to: International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance

www.saylor.org
Page 7 of 14

A number of important issues arise in relation to the process of preparing, circulating, and approving a
citizens’ initiative. The significance of each of these issues varies, however, according to the relevant
constitutional and political context.
Initiating the process
In order to start an initiative, proponents of the measure are required to collect the signatures of a
specified number of supporters of the initiative and file them with the relevant government office.
Ballot language must generally be proposed by the circulators and approved by the electoral
management body or by the highest legal office of the relevant jurisdiction – e.g., Attorney General.
Ballot title
Once a proposition is filed, the first key issue is the wording of the ballot title to be circulated in
petition and which will appear on the ballot. Typically, the ballot title will be a short summary of the
proposed measure. The proposed measure will normally have been drafted by the individual or group
proposing it, or by a legal team engaged by them, whilst the ballot title will normally be drafted by the
office responsible for overseeing the administration of the initiative process. Agreeing the ballot title
can be a long process, since whilst administrators aim to ensure that the ballot title clearly and
accurately reflects the measure being proposed, proponents seek to put forward a title that maximises
the chances of it being passed. Well funded initiative campaigns may file various versions of the same
proposition then conduct opinion polls to assess the relative popularity of each, in order to ensure the
proposition that is taken forward stands the highest chance of success.
Signature collection and verification
Once an initiative has been filed and the title agreed, its proponents must begin the process of
collecting the relevant number of signatures required to get the initiative on the ballot. Signatures and
identifying information such as voter registration number and/or address are often gathered on official
forms provided by the electoral management body which include the full text or a summary of the
proposal.
The number of signatures required can be expressed as a percentage of the electorate or as a fixed
number of signatures from registered voters; these thresholds can vary from about one or two percent
of the electorate up to 10 or even 20 percent. In addition, some geographical distribution of
signatures, in a number or percentage of voters from all or most of the relevant geographical
subdivisions, may be required for qualified support. Signature verification is undertaken by the
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department responsible for administering direct democracy and will normally be undertaken on a
random sampling basis. Opponents are sometimes also given the opportunity to inspect the petitions
and to file objections to individual signatures or to the entire submission on the grounds that it does
not fulfil the legal requirements. Usually, a proportion of the signatures collected will be found to be
invalid, so proponents generally seek to collect a number of signatures in excess of the actual
threshold. If and when the relevant number of signatures is collected, the initiative is included on the
ballot (usually in the next election in the appropriate jurisdiction).
Campaigning and the provision of information
During the petition circulation stage and in particular once an initiative has qualified for the ballot,
proponents and opponents of initiatives will run campaigns for and against the measure. As with a
referendum campaign, in some places, campaigning is regulated; contributions or expenditure may be
capped. In others, however, there may be difficulties in implementing campaign controls because of
the constitution; in many US states, for example, courts have ruled that expenditure limits are
unconstitutional, because campaign expenditure has been equated with freedom of speech, which
cannot be restricted. This has become a contentious issue because of concern in the US over the role
of money and the initiative industry (see below).
In addition to campaigns run by organisations campaigning for or against the initiative, the
administration responsible for overseeing the initiative process will often publish an information
pamphlet providing voters with information about the proposal. Typically, this might include a
statement from the pro- and anti- campaigners, as well as a non-partisan analysis of the measure
produced by the government. It might also include statements from other individuals and
organisations which support or oppose the measure.
Number of initiatives on the ballot
Because there are not normally any limits on the number of initiatives that can be included on a ballot,
it may be the case that there are multiple initiatives on any given ballot. The number of initiatives on
a ballot normally depends simply on the number of initiatives that have qualified for the ballot in the
relevant period before the election (some initiative proponents will deliberately time petition
circulation in order to ensure that the initiative appears on the ballot for one particular election rather
than another). In the US state of Oregon, there were 26 different initiatives on the ballot at the 2000
Presidential election.
The "initiative industry"
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In a number of US states in particular, concern has been expressed that the use of citizens’ initiatives
is increasingly professionalized, and that the "initiative industry," rather than citizens, determines
which measures make it onto the ballot. Professional firms can assist with virtually all aspects of the
initiative process, including: initial drafting of the initiative; opinion polling and focus group research;
negotiation over the ballot title; securing endorsements to be used in campaigning; petition
circulation; proposing counter-initiatives; and campaigning for the initiative once it has qualified. One
area of concern to some observers has been the use of paid signature collectors to circulate the
initiative in an effort to qualify the measure for the ballot. This is perhaps because the use of
companies acting for profit to collect signatures arguably seems most at odds with the concept of
citizen-backed initiatives which are promoted by ordinary citizens who believe in a measure. It is
almost accepted in some countries that, without the assistance of professional signature collectors, it
will be virtually impossible to get an initiative on the ballot, meaning that only well-financed
campaigners are able to get initiatives to the ballot. Some US states have tried to legislate against this
by banning the use of paid signature collectors, or requiring professional firms to pay collectors by the
hour rather than per signature. This has been ruled unconstitutional in some states, however. There
have also been controversies regarding whether paid signature collectors must be registered voters in
the jurisdiction where the petitions are circulated.
Counter-initiatives
In some places where citizens’ initiatives are proposed frequently, one trend is for opponents to
propose a counter-initiative as a means of opposing the original initiative measure. This tactic can be
successful in that the existence of two related but opposing initiatives increases voter uncertainty and
confusion about an issue, increasing the likelihood that voters will simply oppose both measures. Use
of this tactic may be effective for opponents of specific initiatives, but it also increases the number of
initiatives in circulation and potentially on the ballot.
Role of the legislature, government officials and courts The role of the legislature, government
officials, and courts in relation to citizens’ initiatives tends to be strictly defined and rather limited. As
outlined above, there is a role for the legislature in relation to indirect initiatives, where there may be
an opportunity for it to amend initiative measures, or propose their own alternatives. However, in
cases where the design of the initiative process does not provide for the involvement of the
legislature, the only reviews that are permitted by the state in relation to initiative proposals is
whether or not they comply with the administrative requirements imposed, i.e., are there enough
proponents, have enough valid signatures been gathered? A further administrative task is to draft and
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agree the summary of the ballot title. In some places, where there are strict controls on the scope of
initiatives, administrators might also be responsible for checking that the initiative proposal deals only
with one issue or very closely related issues. In systems where initiatives need to be translated into
more than one language, administrators might also be responsible for confirming whether the
translation of the initiative proposal means the same in all the relevant languages. However, other
than these legally defined administrative tasks, there is often no role for officials or the courts in
reviewing the constitutionality of initiative proposals, that is, the quality of being in accordance with
and not contradictory to the constitution of a country.

Advantages and disadvantages of the citizens’ initiative
instrument
Advantages
It is argued that the simple existence of the initiative mechanism acts as a check on the activities of
the legislature. This is because legislators are more likely to introduce certain reforms and measures if
the initiative mechanism exists, because it is likely that if they do not, an initiative on the issue will be
launched. One example is that US researchers have shown that US states that use the initiative
process are more likely than those that do not, to have introduced governance reform policies (e.g.,
term limits, campaign finance controls). Another indication of this is the number of initiatives that are
introduced but subsequently withdrawn in Switzerland, because the introduction of the initiative has in
itself forced the legislature to address the issue. It is therefore claimed that the initiative process
makes legislatures more responsive.
Disadvantages
One often cited disadvantage of citizens’ initiatives is that they result in badly drafted law, since
(except in the case of indirect initiatives) the wording of the measure as initially proposed ends up as
statute if the measure is passed. It is argued that the failure to use the expertise provided by
government lawyers and officials who are familiar with the drafting process leads to laws that can be
meaningless or ineffective, or have to be re-drafted, because the individuals or lawyers who draft the
measures are not experienced in legislative drafting. Additionally, in some cases, statute created by
the initiative process is found to be unconstitutional.
A further disadvantage is the sheer number and complexity of issues that voters are expected to vote
on. It is argued that it is impossible for voters to make informed decisions when there are a
substantial number of initiatives on the ballot. A related argument is that citizens cannot be expected
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to make decisions on complex issues that they, unlike elected representatives, do not have the time to
learn about. A frequent criticism of citizens’ initiatives is that they are only really accessible to wellresourced organisations and interests, and that the process is therefore hijacked by special interest
groups promoting their own interests. Empirical evidence about the success of well-financed interest
groups is mixed: some research has suggested that money does not in fact have a major effect on the
outcome of citizens’ initiatives, whilst other studies have highlighted the role of money, in particular in
defeating initiatives. However, there can be no doubting the importance of professional firms in the
initial stage of the initiative process, in particular in terms of signature collection.
A common criticism of citizens’ initiatives (and other forms of direct democracy) is that they enable
the "tyranny of the majority." This term refers to the electoral power of majority groups in society
being used to restrict or hinder the rights of unpopular minority groups. Critics argue that without the
moderating influence of the legislature, legislation may be passed which actively targets the rights of
groups within society which are unpopular. However, research undertaken in the US has produced
different conclusions about whether initiatives do actually restrict the rights of minorities or not.

Recall
Recall is the name given to an instrument by which a specified number of citizens can demand a vote
of the electorate on whether an elected holder of public office should be removed from that office
before the end of his/her term of office. Combining elements of the initiative instrument and a normal
candidate election, a recall initiative is launched when a recall motion is filed with the relevant
administration. Proponents are then required to gather a specified number of signatures in support of
the recall measure. Typically, the number of signatures required will be a proportion of the votes cast
for the officer who is the subject of the recall at the last ordinary election to that office. If and when
the recall petition acquires enough valid signatures, the issue is put to voters at a ballot to determine
firstly, whether or not the officer in question should be recalled and secondly, who should replace the
officer if the recall measure is successful.
The recall mechanism is the least common of the three direct democracy mechanisms. Although many
US states include provisions for the recall in their constitutions, the mechanism is not used at national
level in the US. Provision for the recall mechanism outside the US and at national level is rare, even in
countries where direct democracy is widely used (e.g., Switzerland). Having said this, however, in
2004 Venezuela held the first ever presidential recall. There are sometimes limits on when a recall can
proceed – e.g., not in the first or last year of a term – and on who is eligible to vote in the recall; in
Colombia, only those individuals who voted in the original election are eligible to vote in any recall.
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Design and Political issues of Recalls
Restrictions on which officers the mechanism applies to
Where a country or state's constitution provides for use of the recall mechanism, relevant legal
provisions will need to specify which elected officials the mechanism can be applied to. Only in
Venezuela does the recall mechanism apply to a country's elected head of state. However, in most US
states, the recall mechanism can be used to recall all elected state officials, from local and county
officials up to the office of Governor. Judges may also be the subject of recall campaigns. In some
states, some on-elected officials such as administrative officers can also be recalled.
Restrictions on applying the recall mechanism
In some places that have adopted the recall mechanism, officers can only be recalled if it can be
demonstrated that they have acted improperly (e.g., the US state of Minnesota, where the grounds for
recall of an elected official are serious malfeasance or nonfeasance during the term of office, or
Colombia, where an official must be shown not to have carried out their campaign promises). In
others, there are no requirements for officials to have acted improperly or incompetently, and the
simple fact of enough signatures being collected is enough to force a recall vote.
Number of signatures required to force a ballot
The number of signatures required in order to hold a recall ballot clearly has a significant effect on the
likelihood of being able to do so; the fewer the number of signatures required, the more likely it is
that a vote on whether an officer should be recalled will take place. At the 2003 California recall, recall
proponents were required to gather signatures of 12% of the vote for Governor at the last election in
a period of 160 days. Many other US states require 25% of voters to support a recall; California's
threshold of 12% is the lowest in the United States.
Verification of signatures
As with the citizens’ initiative mechanism, the requirement to produce a specified number of
signatures in order to hold a ballot creates the need to collect and verify signatures. Signatures are
normally only valid if they are collected from individuals who are registered to vote in the jurisdiction
of the officer who is the subject of the recall. Verification of signatures is undertaken by the office
administering the recall initiative. The importance of the signature collection and the verification
process is demonstrated by the high-profile Chavez recall initiative in Venezuela, where the National
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Electoral Council initially ruled that a large number of signatures collected by recall proponents were
ineligible.
Combining the votes on the recall and a successor
One feature of the recall mechanism which varies in different places is whether, once a recall petition
has collected enough valid signatures, the recall ballot is combined with the vote for a replacement
officer if the recall is successful. In some places, the votes are combined, meaning that voters have to
vote on two issues: firstly, whether or not the officer in question should be removed from office, and
secondly, who should replace the officer if the recall is successful. In such cases, if the recall vote is
defeated, the vote on a successor is irrelevant and is ignored. However, if the recall vote passes, the
candidate who achieves the most support on the second vote is elected as a successor to the recalled
officer. Alternatively, an initial ballot on whether or not to recall the officer is held, and only if the
recall vote is passed is a second vote on a successor held.
There are arguments for and against each of these alternatives. One argument against combining the
votes is that the combination might confuse voters about the process, and that it prevents voters from
focusing solely on the recall issue. Arguably, when voters make a decision about whether to support
the recall, they should be able to focus on the issue at hand and the performance of the incumbent,
without the distraction of possible successors. On the other hand, combining the two votes leads to
cost savings and increases administrative efficiency. A further issue is that combining the recall and
successor vote could mean that the vote for (i.e. to retain) an incumbent who is successfully recalled
is actually higher than the plurality vote in favour of the successor, which could give a legitimacy
problem. This scenario might be avoided by using voting systems such as the Alternative Vote or
Supplementary Vote. However, this would mean that a combined vote would become increasingly
complicated for voters.
The recall in a party-based electoral system More generally, there is a question of compatibility of
recall with the electoral system. If the electoral system is candidate-based, there is no problem. If,
however, it is party based, should the voters have the right to recall a specific representative
nominated by a party? Would there be a difference between representatives chosen by the voters
under open list proportional representation? In general, in list systems, who fills a vacancy caused by
a successful recall: the party or the voters?
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