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ELECTION REFORM IN JACKSONVILLE: 

LEGISLATIVE HISTORY AND ELECTORAL EXPERIENCE* 
 
 

LEGISLATIVE HISTORY 
 

Jacksonville, Florida is the nation’s 14th largest city, with a population (735,000) greater 
than Baltimore, Boston, and Washington D.C. and approximately the size of San 
Francisco.  Jacksonville elects a mayor, five constitutional (citywide) officers, and a 19-
member city council, which includes five at-large and fourteen district seats.  Municipal 
elections are held in April and May.  In addition, Jacksonville, unlike most cities, has a 
consolidated county-city government, which means that city government is responsible 
for the delivery of social services and the negotiation of their contracts, as in New York 
City.  
 
In 1988, the Jacksonville Community Council Inc. conducted a study entitled, “Local 
Election Process.”  The Jacksonville Community Council (JCCI) is a “nonpartisan civic 
organization that engages diverse citizens in open dialogue, research, consensus building, 
and leadership development to improve the quality of life and build a better community 
in Northeast Florida and beyond.”  A team of 50 community leaders and volunteers, 
including academics, conducted the study, with research and support provided by JCCI. 
   
The study came in response to several concerns, including: “Voter turnout in Duval 
County is low, especially in local elections.  In addition, the number of candidates for 
local office has decreased, and the number of unopposed elections has increased.”  The 
report followed a 1987 citywide election in which 34 percent of registered voters 
participated in the (April) primary election and 41 percent participated in the (May) 
general election.  These participation rates were typical of previous elections and even 
somewhat higher.  (Participation rates for the 1979 primary and general elections were 36 
percent and 37 percent, respectively, and in 1983, they were 35 percent and 28 percent, 
respectively.)  The authors of the report asked a fundamental question: “How can our 
local elections process be improved to increase active participation of citizens as voters 
and as candidates?” 
 
According to David Swain, a former Associate Director of JCCI and the director of the 
study, the group’s early focus was on nonpartisan elections.  Opposition from party 
leaders, however, along with concerns raised in the academic literature, led the 
participants in the JCCI study to examine a third approach: a nonpartisan election 
structure (i.e., no party primaries) that places a candidate’s party affiliation on the ballot.   
 
The study examined Jacksonville’s political landscape and the potential impact of reform  

                                                 
* This report was prepared by Francis Barry, Research Director, with invaluable assistance provided by Jeff 
Clements, Director of Research for the Jacksonville City Council. 
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“Historically, Duval County has not had a strong two-party system to bolster its partisan 
election process.  A one-party, Democrat-dominated system emerged as a result of the 
voting restrictions imposed at the turn of the century.  The same party still remains 
dominant in local politics.  The lack of balance and competitiveness in this party system 
lends credence to the arguments of those favoring a nonpartisan system.” 
 
“However, Democrat domination now is being eroded rapidly by increases in Republican 
registration and victories at the polls.  Although in 1962 only 5.6 percent of registered 
voters in Duval County declared for the Republican Party, today 23.7 percent are 
registered as Republicans.  Despite these increases, the feeling remains that many 
important local races, especially countywide contests, are decided in the Democratic 
primary elections.  A truly competitive two-party system does not yet exist in Duval 
County, but current trends seem to indicate that such a system may be developing.  Given 
this possibility, plus the evidence of national voting patterns, the potential may be greater 
for increasing voter turnout in Duval County through a more competitive [hybrid] 
partisan system than through shifting to a [purely traditional] nonpartisan system.” 
 
The report concluded: “It is possible for the two major parties to continue to act as 
organizing vehicles in a nonpartisan system.  This is the case in Minneapolis, where the 
parties endorse and support candidates who nevertheless appear on a nonpartisan ballot.  
This hybrid approach is similar to a partisan system with wide-open primary elections.  It 
seems to work in Minneapolis, where voter turnout is quite high, although many factors 
contribute to the high level of political participation there.” 
 
To continue to allow party activity, but to enhance participation and competitiveness, the 
report recommended that “The City Council should amend the local election law to 
replace the existing closed primary system with a unitary primary system for City of 
Jacksonville elections.  Under this system, a single primary election would be held with a 
single ballot for all voters within each electoral district.  Candidates would appear on the 
ballot with party labels and campaign as party candidates. Any candidate winning a 
majority of votes in the primary would be elected; if no candidate for a position wins a 
majority, the general election serves as a runoff between the top two vote getters, 
regardless of party.  The unitary primary system holds the greatest promise for expanding 
participation by increasing competitiveness of the local political parties, while reducing 
the negative partisanship of the closed primary system.” 
 
The unitary election system addressed one of major problems identified by the report’s 
authors: “Closed primary elections and weak political parties inhibit voting and running 
for office in local elections.”  At the same time, placing party labels on the ballot allowed 
them, according to Swain, “to reach consensus” with all involved, including party 
leaders. 
 
The report’s recommendation gained publicity and support following the 1991 citywide 
elections, when the winner of the Democratic primary ran in an uncontested general 
election in which only 21 percent of voters participated.  News reports and editorials 
expressed voters’ sense of frustration at being denied a choice (See attached: “Primary 
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system boxes many out of mayoral balloting;” “Some in GOP surprised that they couldn’t 
vote;” “Tuesday’s outcome has spurred interest in unitary primary vote;”  “Now is the 
best time to end 2-party city vote;” “GOP, independent voters miffed at being excluded;” 
“’92 voters to rule on primaries”).  Jeff Clements, Director of Research for the 
Jacksonville City Council, said of the uncontested general election, “Voters felt that 
that’s just not the way it ought to be.”  Indeed, Councilman Harry Reagan, described in 
newspaper reports as a liberal Democrat, sponsored a proposal to put the issue of unitary 
elections to the voters in a referendum.  In November 1992, voters passed the proposal 73 
percent to 27 percent.  The adoption of unitary elections did not change Jacksonville’s 
election dates (April and May), but under the new system, a candidate winning 50 percent 
of the vote in the April election is elected to office and no second election occurs.  Under 
the partisan system, three rounds of elections often occurred: if no candidate received 50 
percent in a primary election, a primary runoff election was held, followed by a general 
election.  A unitary system of elections reduced the number of elections from three to 
two, which was touted for reasons of cost savings and convenience. 
 
ELECTORAL EXPERIENCE 
 
Voter Participation 
In 1991, prior to the uncontested mayoral general election, a fiercely competitive 
Democratic mayoral primary, decided by a vote of 50.9% to 49.1%, drew large numbers 
of Democrats to the polls.  Republican primaries were held in only two council districts, 
however, and so the number of eligible voters was limited.  Of eligible voters, almost all 
Democrats, 50% participated, but overall participation was only 35 percent, comparable 
to April elections in 1987 (34%), 1983 (35%), and 1979 (36%).  In 1995, the first election 
held under the unitary system, voter participation increased in the April election to 51 
percent – a small increase (1 point) in the rate of eligible voters participating, a large 
increase (16 points) in the rate of overall participation, a large increase in the raw number 
of voters participating, and the highest rate of voter participation in any local election in 
at least twenty years.  The number of voters casting ballots (173,263) was more than 50 
percent higher than in each of the three previous April elections (109,201 in 1991, 
103,440 in 1987, and 95,260 in 1983). 
 
The May 1995 election resulted in a participation rate of 46 percent, the highest rate for 
any May election in at least 20 years (21 percent in 1991, 41 percent in 1987, 28 percent 
in 1983, and 37 percent in 1979).  In addition, the percent of the total population casting 
ballots, which includes both registered and unregistered voters, rose substantially in both 
elections: 24 percent in the April election (compared with 16 percent in the three 
elections previous) and 22 percent in the May election (compared with a previous high of 
19 percent in 1987).   
 
 In 1999, Jacksonville’s incumbent mayor ran in an uncontested primary election 
and voter participation was light: 23 percent in the April election.  In May, with no 
mayoral candidates on the ballot, participation dipped further to 16 percent.  (As a point 
of comparison, in New York City’s 1991 citywide elections for the newly expanded city 
council, voter participation in the general election was less than 20 percent.)  In the 2003 
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elections, however, which featured a competitive mayoral race, participation returned to 
1995 levels: 41 percent of voters participated in the April election and 50 percent 
participated in the May election, in which, for the first time in at least twenty years, more 
than a quarter (29%) of all Jacksonville residents cast ballots. 
  
Impact on the Black Community 
 Jacksonville’s residents are predominantly White (66%), but there is a substantial 
Black minority (29%) and small Hispanic (4%) and Asian (3%) minorities.  Jacksonville 
has more registered Democrats than Republicans, but increasingly, as in many Southern 
cities and states, voters have favored Republicans in local, state, and national elections.  
Nevertheless, more Black candidates are being elected under unitary elections than 
under partisan elections:  In 1991, White candidates won all five citywide offices; in the 
1995 unitary elections, one of the offices, Sheriff, which is second only to the mayoralty, 
was won by a Black candidate.  It was the first time in Jacksonville’s history that a Black 
candidate was elected to one of its five constitutional offices, as well as the first time in 
Florida’s post-Reconstruction history that a black candidate was elected to the office of 
Sheriff.   Similarly, at the Council level, Black candidates won 4 of the 19 seats on the 
City Council in 1991, while Whites won the 15 others.  In the 1995 unitary elections, 
Blacks won 5 of the 19 seats, and in 2003, Blacks won six of the 19 seats.  Of the six 
Blacks who won council seats in 2003, two were Republicans; one defeated a black 
Republican and one defeated a White Democrat – in an overwhelmingly White district.  
(See attached, “Black Republicans make voter inroads: Victories hint focus on issues, not 
race,” The Florida Times-Union, April 21, 2003.) 
 
 In conversations with observers of Jacksonville’s elections, including Professors 
Joan Carver and Stephen Baker of Jacksonville University, as well as Dr. Richard D. 
Danford, Jr., President of the Jacksonville Urban League, there has never been a 
suggestion that the switch to unitary elections has had any negative impact on the Black 
community, nor is there any evidence to suggest this is the case.  Said Dr. Danford, who 
mentioned the success of black candidates in the 2003 elections, “It hasn’t had an 
adverse impact on the African-American community.”  When asked how unitary elections 
have been received by Jacksonville residents, all responded that voters are generally 
satisfied with the way the new system has worked.  It should be noted that the parties, 
too, have been generally, albeit passively, supportive of the system and did not fight 
against it in the 1992 referendum. (This information was confirmed in various 
conversations and can be found in the attached article, “Some in GOP surprised that they 
couldn’t vote,” The Florida Times Union, April 12, 1991.) 
 
Election Competitiveness 
 In the April 2003 mayoral election, the three major Republican candidates (all 
White) split 66% of the vote, while the one major Democratic candidate (Black) won 
28%.  In a spirited runoff (general) election, the Republican defeated the Democrat 58 
percent to 42 percent.  In the six races for City Council that featured more than two 
candidates, five resulted in runoff (general) elections.  Of the five, two were within 10 
points, two within 15 points, and one was a landslide.   
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In the most hotly contested Council election, seven candidates ran in the April election, 
with the top two receiving 23.4% and 21.7% of the vote.  In the runoff (general) election, 
the second place finisher won, 50.3% to 49.7%, and participation increased by nearly 
2,000 voters.   
 
 All of the runoffs featured increased voter participation.  All were held between a 
Democrat and a Republican, except one city council race, which pitted two Democrats 
against each other.  That election saw the biggest jump in voter participation (34%) 
among the runoff elections. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The community-based Jacksonville Community Council and the voters of Jacksonville 
were dissatisfied with a partisan election system that was too uncompetitive, offered 
voters too few choices, and resulted in too little voter participation.  The remedy 
recommended by JCCI eventually won bi-partisan support on the City Council, editorial 
support from the media, passive support from the parties, and overwhelmingly support at 
the polls.   
 
In all municipal elections, the major factor that drives voter participation is 
competitiveness, particularly of mayoral elections.  Since switching to a unitary system, 
far more Jacksonville voters participate in both rounds of elections, voter choice has 
broadened, and Black candidates have made gains.  There are no doubt many factors that 
have contributed to these results; however, the data suggest, and observers confirm, that 
Jacksonville’s change to unitary elections has worked well.  Professor Carver expressed 
some concern for the livelihood of Jacksonville’s political parties, but also said, after 
noting that voters are increasingly identifying themselves as independents, “People don’t 
like parties as much as political scientists.  It seems to me that it’s worked well.”   
The current executive director of JCCI, Lois Chepenik, is also supportive: “It makes so 
much sense.” 
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VOTER PARTICIPATION IN JACKSONVILLE’S  
PARTISAN AND UNITARY  ELECTIONS 

 
 

Partisan 
Election # Voting % Reg. Voting/ % Pop. Voting 
    (% Eligible Voting) 
 
April 1979 85,614  35.7%  (42.8%) 15.0% 
May 1979 88,765  37.0%    15.5% 
 
 
April 1983 95,260  35.3% (37.2%) 16.1% 
May 1983 75,479  28.0%   12.7% 
 
 
April 1987 103,440 34.4% (36.6%) 16.0% 
May 1987 124,834 41.5%   19.3% 
 
 
April 1991 109,201 34.7% (49.7%) 16.0% 
May 1991* 64,957  20.6%   9.5% 
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Unitary 
Election # Voting % Reg. Voting % Pop. Voting 
 
April 1995 173,263 50.6%   24.1%  
May 1995 160,760 46.2%   22.4% 
 
 
April 1999* 95,433  22.8%   12.5% 
May 1999** 65,965  15.8%   8.6% 
 
 
April 2003 188,011 40.6%   23.3% 
May 2003 230,954 49.6%   28.7% 
 
 
 
*  No contested mayoral campaign. 
**   No mayoral election. 
 
 
 


