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Summary 
 
This report examines the likely impacts of recent state legislation restricting 
general obligation bond elections to the November general elections (first 
Tuesday after the first Monday in November). 
 
November general elections held in Even-Numbered Years and Odd-Numbered 
Years are very different. The analysis shows that: 
 
• Countywide bond elections in Odd-Numbered Years present a major 

administrative obstacle: Pima County and the City of Tucson holding 
separate elections on the same day in the same polling place. This 
arrangement occurred in the November 1997 general elections. While the 
two elections were successfully concluded, such administrative 
complexities are not desirable. 

 
• Countywide bond elections in Even-Numbered Years are more viable, but 

pose the challenge of long and complex ballots, with the bond questions at 
the end. The County can address this challenge by tightly limiting the 
number of questions on any particular ballot. 

 
Background 
 
New Statute Governing Timing of General Obligation Bond Elections 
 
Since 1972, Pima County has held eleven special bond elections. (See 
Attachment One) Ten of these elections have been held on dates other than a 
November general election. The one exception was the November 4, 1997 
Highway User Revenue Fund (HURF) Revenue Bond election. 
 
In its 2006 session, the Arizona Legislature passed H.B. 2876, the Omnibus Tax 
Relief Act.1 Among other provisions, this legislation requires that any county, city, 
school district, community college or special taxing district “bond, override or 
other issue that will require or authorize a secondary property tax 
assessment to be held on the November general election date.”2 (Emphasis 
added). The Governor signed the legislation into law on June 21. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1   Session Law Chapter 350 
2   Arizona State Senate, “Final Amended: Fact Sheet for H.B. 2876” 
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H.B. 2876 passed with substantial support in the Legislature, in the Senate on 
June 17 and the House on June 20. (see Figure 1). 
 
Figure 1 Votes for Passage of H.H. 2876 

Vote House Senate Total

Yes 41 21 62

No 14 4 18

No Vote 5 5 10

Total 60 30 90
 
How Will H.B. 2876 Affect Pima County Bond Elections? 
 
The question at hand is “How will this new requirement affect future Pima County 
bond elections?”  
 
First, since the statute limits the date requirement to bonds that “require or 
authorize a secondary property tax assessment,” it mandates the timing only of 
general obligation bond questions and would not be binding on revenue bond 
elections. 
 
Second, November general elections and special elections held on other dates 
differ from each other in several important characteristics. The major 
characteristics of these special elections are: 
 
Low Turnout: 
 

Turnout in Pima County non-November special elections has always been 
low (see Attachment 2). In eight special elections between 1979 and 2006, 
the average turnout was 24.8% and ranged from a high of 37.3% in June 
1979 to a low of 17.6% in May 1997. Voters who turn out for these May 
special elections (so-called high efficacy voters) are known to be voters 
who are very knowledgeable about and committed to the community, have 
lived here the longest and are most rooted in the community, and are 
older voters.  

 
Ballot Complexity: 
 

In these special elections, ballot complexity is low, because there are a 
limited number of questions and the questions are uniform countywide, 
with no distinctions based upon congressional district, legislative district, 
etc. 
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Election Costs: 
 

A countywide special bond election in May and a general election in 
November are comparative in the costs of holding them. The May 2006 
election cost $1.3 million and the November 2006 $1.5 million. Since 
there far fewer questions on a special election ballot, the costs/question 
are much higher.  

 
Administrative Complexity: 
 

For County officials charged with conducting elections, a countywide 
special election in May presents few administrative complexities. Ballot 
design is relatively simple, because there are a limited number of 
questions on the ballot and few other jurisdictions hold individual elections. 
For example, in the May 2004 and 2006 elections, the only other issues 
were Oro Valley general elections. 
 
Also, Pima County manages all local elections, with the exception of City 
of Tucson elections.  

 
Compared to the characteristics of a May special election, H.B. 2876 likely 
impacts will depend upon whether the bond election is held in an Even-
Numbered Year or Odd-Numbered Year, as shown in Figure 2.  
 
• November general elections in Even-Numbered Years are for national, 

statewide, and countywide candidates. Every four years, these general 
elections include a vote for president. Both voter turnout and ballot 
complexity in these general elections are Higher than in a May election 
(and turnout in Presidential years is higher than in Off-Years); the specific 
election costs per question are Lower; and the administrative complexity 
of putting bond questions on the ballot are the Same. 

 
• November general elections in Odd-Numbered Years are when the City 

of Tucson holds its elections for mayor and ward. Voter turnout and ballot 
complexity are the Same (i.e., low); the specific election costs are the 
Same; and administrative complexity for Pima County are Higher. 

 
Figure 2 Likely Characteristics of General Elections Held in Even or Odd Numbered Years 

Characteristic  Even Years Odd Years 
Turnout Higher Same 

Ballot Complexity Higher Same 

Election Costs Lower Same 
Administrative 
Complexity Same Higher 
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The following sections discuss these characteristics in some detail. 
 
November General Elections in Even-Numbered Years 
 
Countywide bond elections held in Even-Numbered Year November general 
elections would be very dissimilar from May special elections, with the exception 
of Administrative Complexity. 
 
Voter Turnout 
 
Voter turnout in November general elections is much higher than in May special 
elections. There were an additional 282,437 ballots cast in the November 2004 
election than the May 2004 special election, an increase in turnout of 430%. In 
2006, the increase in turnout from May to November was 164,114, an increase in 
turnout of 240%. 
 
Figure 3  Voter Turnout in the May and November 2004 and 2006 Elections 
Election 
Year May November Increase

% 
Increase

2004 86,884 369,321 282,437 430%

2006 120,821 284,935 164,114 240%
 
Figure 3 suggests that voter turnout is higher in presidential election years than 
in the “off-years.” Attachment 3 demonstrates that: 
 
• In terms of Ballots Counted and Percent Turnout, the Presidential Election 

Years of 2000 and 2004 were higher than the three Off-Year Elections; 
 
• There is significant variability in Registered Voters, Ballots Counted and 

Percent Turnout between Presidential Election Years and Off-Year 
Elections. 

 
The voters in high turn out elections tend to be a mirror opposite of the high 
efficacy special election voters: they are younger, more mobile, newer 
residents with fewer ties to their communities, and are generally less 
knowledgeable about local issues and history.  
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November 2008 is the next available Even-Numbered Year general election. 
Expectations would be for a very high turnout3: 
 

• Presidential election year 
• First election since 1952 in which there is no incumbent 

president or sitting vice president on the ballot 
• Senator McCain might be Republican candidate 

 
Ballot Complexity 
 
Attachment 4 gives an indication of what will be on the November 2008 general 
election ballot. Countywide bond questions would appear as propositions, which 
are located at the end of the ballot. If there are statewide propositions, they will 
appear first: 
 
Propositions in 100 Series  Constitutional amendments 
Propositions in 200 Series  Initiatives 
Propositions in 300 Series  Referendum 
 
All countywide and local propositions would appear in the 400 series, with 
countywide propositions appearing first. 
 
A question to be asked is: “Do voters stop before they get to the end of the ballot, 
with the countywide propositions?” 
 
There are three recent Even-Year November general elections in which there 
were countywide propositions (not bond questions) – in 2000, 2002, and 2006. 
Attachment 5 reports on the votes cast for the position at the top of the ballot, for 
statewide propositions, and for countywide propositions. Attachment 5 shows 
that there has been considerable variation in how many people cast ballots for 
the top ballot positions, statewide propositions, and countywide propositions, but 
the general conclusion is that: 
 
There is a fall off in votes cast between the top of the ballot and the countywide 
propositions, but the fall off is reasonably small (see Figure 4). In 2000, 2002, 
and 2006, the votes cast for Countywide Proposition 400 ballot measures were 
94.1%, 87.9% and 91.7% of the number of votes cast for the top of the ballot 
offices. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
3   It is worth noting that many commentators expect the 2008 elections to be hugely expensive, which can 
also drive up turnout. 
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Figure 4 Summary of Votes Cast – 2000, 2002, and 2006 

 Votes Cast 

Ballot Position 2000 2002 2006

Top of Ballot 287,604 230,037 281,485

Average Statewide Propositions 269,782 219,431 273,192
Average Countywide Proposition 
400 270,749 202,212 258,243
Proposition 400 as % of Top of 
Ballot 94.1% 87.9% 91.7%

 
In fact, the largest fall off in countywide votes cast happens with Judicial 
Retention. In 2000 and 2006, votes cast for judicial retention, on the average, 
were only 72% of the votes cast for the top of the ballot. 
 
Election Costs 
 
Running countywide elections imposes costs on the County Recorder and the 
Division of Elections. In the May and November 2006 elections, these costs were 
$1.3 million and $1.5 million respectively.4

 
Since Even-Year November general elections are regularly conducted to fill 
national, state, and local elected positions, these elections have fixed costs, 
regardless of the placement of countywide bond questions on the ballot. Placing 
countywide bond questions on such a ballot, therefore, will impose only marginal 
additional costs, per question. A May special election, however, held only for the 
purpose of a countywide bond election will cost almost as much as the 
November general election and, therefore, imposes much higher costs per 
question.  
 
Administrative Complexity 
 
Even-Year November general elections are managed by the County Recorder 
and the Division of Elections. Aside from the normal complexities such as ballot 
design, voter registration, early voting, election boards, etc., the lines of authority 
for these elections is simple and unambiguous. 
 
November General Elections in Odd-Numbered Years 
 
Countywide bond elections held in the Odd-Numbered Year November general 
elections would most resemble May special elections, with the exception of 
Administrative Complexity. 
 
                                                 
4   These are costs for the County’s Division of Elections. The County Recorder’s Office also incurs 
election costs. 



 

  Page 7 of 9 

Voter Turnout 
 
Without the draw of the national, state, and local elections, turnout in Odd-
Numbered November general elections should be more like that in May special 
elections – low. Pima County has one experience with a countywide bond 
election held on an Odd-Numbered November election: the November 4, 1997 
HURF Revenue Bond question. Turnout in that election was 33.4%.  
 
The City of Tucson holds its general elections in Odd-Numbered Years and 
turnout in these elections tends to be low as well. (See Figure 5) Turn out ranged 
from a low 16.9% to a high of 41.2%. Average turn out over the period was 
31.1%.5  
 
Figure 5 Voter Turn Out in City Elections: 1991 to 2005 
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Ballot Complexity 
 
With the exception of the City of Tucson, which holds its general elections in the 
Odd-Numbered Years, other jurisdictions use the November ballots for special 
election purposes, such as bond authorizations, budget overrides, and recall 
elections. Each jurisdiction with an election on this day uses its own separate 
ballot. Figure 6 reports on the number of ballots and the jurisdictions involved for 
elections from 1997 to 2005. 
 

                                                 
5   The two highest turn out elections were 1999 (Walkup v. McKasson) and 2003 (Walkup v. Volgy). 
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Figure 6 Number of Ballots in Odd-Year Elections Since 1997 

Date of Election 

Number 
of 

Ballots Jurisdiction 

November 1997 4 Pima County HURF Bond; Catalina Foothills USD; Catalina 
Foothills and Casas Adobes Incorporations 

November 1999 2 Marana USD and Sahuarita USD 

November 2001 2 Town of Sahuarita Recall; Indian Oasis-Babaquivari School 
District 

November 2003 3 Oro Valley; Marana Water Board Recall; Tanque Verde USD 
Recall 

November 2005 4 Vail USD; Sahuarita USD; Continental ESD; Oro Valley 

 
The City of Tucson alternates general elections for Mayor and Wards 3, 5, and 6 
with general elections for Wards 1, 2, and 4. The November 2003 Tucson ballot 
also had three propositions and the 2005 ballot had two propositions. 
 
(Administrative Complexity below discusses the 1997 November general election 
in which there were separate ballots for City elections and the County’s bond 
issue. Having separate ballots could also be considered a Ballot Complexity.) 
 
Election Costs 
 
Local jurisdictions are responsible for the costs of their elections run by the Pima 
County Division of Elections. A countywide bond election would incur the same 
full costs as a May special election, with the comparatively high cost per ballot 
question. 
 
Administrative Complexity 
 
Pima County manages all countywide and local elections, regardless of the date 
held, with the exception of the City of Tucson. 
 
In the November 1997 elections, in the City precincts and in the same polling 
places, there were separate election boards and ballots for the County HURF 
Revenue Bond election and for the City general elections. The election was held 
and voters adjusted to the administrative inconvenience. The set-up, however, is 
far from ideal. 
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Conclusions 
 
Odd-Numbered Election Years 
 
Countywide bond elections in the Odd-Numbered Years would continue with the 
County’s previous experiences with low turnout, simple ballot elections. The 
drawbacks are the high election costs compared to bond elections in Even-
Numbered Years and the administrative complexities inherent in Pima County 
and the City of Tucson managing separate elections at the same polling place.  
 
If the administrative issue could be resolved, holding countywide bond elections 
in Odd-Numbered Years might be viable. In 1997, however, the County 
Attorney’s Office issued a legal opinion that the County could not contract out its 
election responsibilities and the City of Tucson is quite competent and 
comfortable with running its own elections. 
 
Even-Numbered Election Years 
 
Holding countywide bond elections in the Even-Numbered Years November 
general elections initially would be sailing into uncharted waters. High voter 
turnout and ballot complexity, however, are challenges, not disqualifiers. 
 
The complex and lengthy ballots in these elections would be the major strategic 
issue to be addressed.  
 
While the evidence suggests that most voters make their way to the end of a 
ballot, the County probably wants to heavily prioritize their bond issues and 
tightly restrict the number of bond questions on any given ballot. 
 
 



 

   

Attachment 1 
 

BOND AUTHORIZATIONS:  1974 - 2006 
Date Question Type Amount 

Health Care/Treatment Facilities General Obligation 17,225,000 
Sanitary Sewer/Disposal Facilities General Obligation 19,095,000 
Public Safety Facilities General Obligation 2,000,000 
Government Support Facilities General Obligation 3,275,000 
Street/Bridge Improvements General Obligation 7,205,000 
Parks/Recreation/Open Space General Obligation 9,910,000 

February 5, 1974 

Green Belt/Open Space General Obligation 4,500,000 
   TOTAL APPROVED 63,210,000 

Corrections Facilities General Obligation 25,110,000 
Transportation Corridors General Obligation 18,100,000 
Highway Safety General Obligation 5,000,000 
  SUBTOTAL 48,210,000 
Flood Control Flood Control District 20,600,000 

June 5, 1979 

Sewer Revenue Sewer Revenue 21,500,000 
   TOTAL APPROVED 90,310,000 

Highway Safety General Obligation 12,500,000 
Major Highway Improvement General Obligation 47,500,000 
  SUBTOTAL 60,000,000 February 5, 1980 

Sewer Revenue Sewer Revenue 12,900,000 
   TOTAL APPROVED 72,900,000 

Sanitary Landfills General Obligation 9,100,000 November 2, 1982 Effluent Reuse/Sewer Improvement Sewer Revenue 10,000,000 
   TOTAL APPROVED 19,100,000 
February 21, 1984 Flood Repair/Reconstruction/Improvements General Obligation 63,800,000 

   TOTAL APPROVED 63,800,000 
Highway Safety General Obligation 5,000,000 May 21, 1985 Sewer Repair/Replacement Sewer Revenue 10,000,000 

   TOTAL APPROVED 15,000,000 
Traffic Safety/Transportation Improvements General Obligation 64,300,000 
Park Development/Recreation General Obligation 28,000,000 
Law Enforcement/Public Safety/Courts General Obligation 23,850,000 
Land Acquisition/Flood Control General Obligation 24,900,000 
Libraries/Pubic Facilities General Obligation 13,650,000 
Solid Waste Disposal General Obligation 10,700,000 
  SUBTOTAL 165,400,000 

May 6, 1986 

Sewer Repair/Replacement Sewer Revenue 54,000,000 
   TOTAL APPROVED 219,400,000 

 



 

   

 

BOND AUTHORIZATIONS:  1974 - 2006 
Date Question Type Amount 

Juvenile Detention and Court 
Facilities General Obligation 42,000,000 

Public Safety, Law Enforcement and 
Superior Court General Obligation 50,000,000 

Parks/Recreation/Open Space General Obligation 52,650,000 
Sonoran Desert Open Space and 
Historic Preservation General Obligation 36,330,000 

Public Health, Safety, Recreational 
and Cultural Facilities General Obligation 42,000,000 

Flood Control Improvements General Obligation 21,500,000 
Solid Waste Improvements General Obligation 12,500,000 
  SUBTOTAL 256,980,000 

May 20, 1997 

Sewer System Revenue Bonds Sewer Revenue 105,000,000 
   TOTAL APPROVED 361,980,000 

November 4, 1997 Transportation Bond Improvement 
Plan HURF Revenue Bonds 350,000,000 

   TOTAL APPROVED 350,000,000 
Sonoran Desert Open Space and 
Habitat Protection; Preventing Urban 
Encroachment of DMAFB 

General Obligation 174,300,000 

Public Health and Community 
Facilities General Obligation 81,800,000 

Public Safety and Justice Facilities General Obligation 183,500,000 
Parks and Recreational Facilities General Obligation 96,450,000 
River Parks and Flood Control 
Improvements General Obligation 46,200,000 

  SUBTOTAL 582,250,000 

May 18, 2004 

Sewer System Revenue Bonds Sewer Revenue 150,000,000 
    TOTAL APPROVED 732,250,000 

Psychiatric Urgent Care Facilities General Obligation 18,000,000 
May 16, 2006 Psychiatrist Inpatient Hospital 

Facility General Obligation 36,000,000 

    TOTAL APPROVED 54,000,000 
        
  TOTAL ALL BONDS APPROVED 2,041,950,000 
     TOTAL GENERAL OBLIGATION BONDS APPROVED 1,307,950,000
     TOTAL SEWER REVENUE BONDS APPROVED 363,400,000
     TOTAL HURF REVENUE BONDS APPROVED 350,000,000
     TOTAL FLOOD CONTROL DISTRICT BONDS APPROVED 20,600,000

 



 

   

Attachment 2  Turnout in Previous County Bond Elections 
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Attachment 3 Turnout in Even-Numbered November General 
Elections 
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Attachment 4 Ballot for November 2008 
 
Ballot Issues Who Votes 
National Offices  
President Countywide  
U.S. House of Representatives District 7 and 8 
  
State Offices  
State Senate and State 
Representative 

District 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, and 
30 

Corporation Commission Countywide 
  
County Offices  
Board of Supervisors Districts 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 
County Attorney Countywide  
Sheriff Countywide  
Recorder Countywide  
Treasurer Countywide  
Assessor Countywide  
Superintendent of Schools Countywide  
Justice of the Peace Local 
Constables Local 
Pima College Board Local 
School Boards Local 
Fire District Board Local 
Health District Boards Local 
Water District Board Local 
  
Judicial Retention  
State Supreme Court Countywide  
State Court of Appeals Countywide  
Superior Court Countywide  
  
Propositions  
Statewide Propositions Countywide  
Countywide Propositions Countywide  
Local Propositions Local 

 



 

   

Attachment 5   
Votes Cast for Top of Ballot, Statewide Propositions, and 
Countywide Proposition 400 – 2000, 2002, and 2006 
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