
 

Vote16USA:  

Next Steps in the Movement 
 

Introduction 

The 2016 election marked an historic moment for the Vote16 movement. Prop F in San Francisco was 

the nation’s first ballot measure to extend voting rights to 16- and 17-year-olds in municipal elections. 

After polling at approximately 35% in March, the ballot question earned 48% of the vote on election 

day, with over 172,000 San Franciscans voting yes. Across the Bay in Berkeley, a ballot measure to 

extend voting rights to 16- and 17-year-olds for school board elections won with 68% of the vote. 

These two ballot measures, but especially Prop F, prove that this is a viable policy solution voters are 

ready to consider and provide us a playbook for how to approach future ballot measure campaigns to 

lower the voting age in cities around the country.  

 

The outcome of the 2016 presidential campaign may actually prove to be helpful in advancing this 

cause. Following a divisive campaign season and an election with low voter turnout, there is a 

palpable hunger for concrete solutions to revitalize our democracy. Lowering the voting age is one 

such solution.  

 

Furthermore, it is reasonable to predict high voter turnout among young voters voters in 2018 and 

2020. We know from polling that young people of voters are the most supportive of Vote16, and high 

turnout from these voters sets us up well for successful ballot measure campaigns.  

 

The hunger for new political solutions combined with high turnout expected in upcoming elections 

is a powerful combination that compels us to think big about possibilities for Vote16. This memo 

outlines potential goals to advance this cause in the next four years.  

 

Focus on D.C. in Early 2017 

The Washington, D.C. city council will consider a bill to lower the voting age to 16 in early 2017. The 

bill was introduced last winter near the end of the council period, but did not advance out of 

committee. It will be reintroduced at the beginning of the new council period, and we believe that 

with the right advocacy, it is primed to pass. This bill only needs a majority vote from the council to 

become law – it does not need to go to be approved by voters. We are in contact with the local 

organizations leading the advocacy effort and will ramp up our involvement and leadership in the 

effort in December. If the bill passes, D.C. will become the largest city with 16-year-old voting and will 

boost momentum for the cause nationwide.  

 

The council recently passed Automatic Voter Registration legislation, indicating that increasing voter 

turnout is a priority. It is also worth mentioning that the D.C. statehood movement is experiencing a 

surge right now, which could bode well for Vote16 if it is seen as an opportunity for the District to 

stand out and display its independence.  
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More Action in Maryland 

Maryland is the only state in which cities (with the exception of Baltimore) can make this change 

without putting the question on the ballot. Following the success of Vote16 in Takoma Park and 

Hyattsville, we believe it is possible to pass this reform in multiple other Maryland cities over the next 

few years. Now is the time to initiate those conversations as both youth and elected officials look for 

concrete responses to reinvigorate local democracy following the despair of 2016. We will concretely 

target a number of Maryland towns and cities over the next year to explore this as a policy solution. 

 

Ballot Measures in States Where We Are Confident in the Legality 

Outside of D.C. and Maryland, no state gives cities the power to pass this reform without either 

putting it before voters or getting legislative approval from the state. After taking a deeper look at the 

legal situation in states that initially appeared to let cities lower the voting age via local ballot 

measure, we’re confident that cities in California, Colorado, and New Mexico can take this step. The 

other states that initially appeared feasible have complications in their voter registration or home rule 

laws or other provisions that would make it harder for a city to move forward.  We will continue to 

look into these other states and engage in legal research, including with constitutional scholars. 

 

We believe there is an opportunity to lay the groundwork for successful ballot measure campaigns in 

these three states in either 2018 or 2020. It is tempting to aim for 2018, but it may be a better use of 

resources to wait until 2020 since turnout will be higher in a presidential year. Specific possibilities in 

these states include: 

 

California: We believe that wins in San Francisco and Berkeley are very realistic, building on 

the momentum from 2016. We also want to pursue Vote16 in larger cities throughout the 

state like San Diego, Los Angeles, and/or San Jose. Bills introduced in the state Assembly last 

year related to lowering the voting age generated statewide attention and were supported by 

statewide coalitions, so we are confident there are partners to work with across the state. We 

want this to be a major issue in California in 2020, with ballot measures in several large cities 

and support from prominent state- and national-level elected officials. 

 

Colorado: The city of Boulder is a realistic initial target. We’re already working with youth to 

advocate for the issue there, and the city has much in common with Berkeley. Denver is a 

reasonable next step. Advocates in Denver are already working on a state bill to lower the 

voting age in school board elections, and that energy can be channeled toward a 

municipal-level effort in the city. It may be possible to pursue ballot measures in other 

Colorado cities as well, but winning in Boulder and Denver are the top two priorities in the 

state.  

 

New Mexico: We are already working with youth and local organizations to start advocating 

for the issue in Albuquerque. The city leans more conservative than the cities in California and 

Colorado, which makes a ballot measure more difficult but can actually be positive for the 

cause as it will force us to court conservative supporters, which the movement needs.  
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Once we identify the cities we want to target in these states, we can begin to lay the groundwork for 

success on the ballot in 2020. We would aim for these cities to follow the model of the Vote16SF 

campaign. Initial steps in each city would be to identify leaders for the local effort, develop 

partnerships with community organizations and school programs to recruit youth leaders, build 

relationships with elected officials and community leaders, and organize or participate in initiatives 

around voter registration, civic education, or local campaigns to build the youth’s political skills and 

build political capital ahead of a ballot measure campaign. Each city will work to gain the support of 

city council members now, to create a smooth route to the 2020 ballot.  

 

State Level Action 

Lowering the voting age on the local level in other states requires action on the state level to either 

make the change for the entire state or to grant cities the ability to do so for their local elections. We 

believe now is a good time to advance state level legislation. Specific possibilities include: 

 

Massachusetts: Cities in Massachusetts can send home rule petitions to the state legislature 

requesting permission to make this change on the local level. The city of Cambridge sent three 

such petitions in the early 2000’s. None succeeded, but the city council was enthusiastic about 

the proposal each time. More recently, Lowell sent a home rule petition to lower the local 

voting age to 17. It passed the State Senate in 2014 but stalled in the House. We believe the 

energy to send home rule petitions still exists in these two cities, and potentially others. Given 

the hunger for solutions driven by the 2016 election, growing interest in Vote16 nationally, 

and Massachusetts’ recent law allowing 16-year-olds to preregister to vote that became active 

in August 2016, we believe state-level advocacy would be more effective now than it was in 

the past. Democrats hold super-majorities in both chambers of the state legislature, which 

also bodes well.  

 

Illinois: State law in Illinois initially appeared to let cities make this change via ballot measure, 

but further research revealed that a detail in the state’s voter registration statute complicates 

implementation to the point that a city would be quite hesitant to take it on. A bill amending 

this statute to explicitly give cities the freedom to implement a lower local voting age could 

clear the way for action on the local level. In 2013, the state passed a law allowing 

17-year-olds to vote in primary elections, following effective advocacy from a youth-led 

coalition known as “Suffrage @ 17.” That work provides a playbook for success and 

established local leaders to work with. The state also recently passed legislation requiring 

high-quality civic education for all high school students, a positive move that we can leverage 

for Vote16. Democrats control both chambers of the state legislature.  

 

New York: State law in New York currently does not give cities the authority to lower the 

voting age for their local elections, but the state could pass enabling legislation to give any 

one city that power. Thus, we would seek to pass state legislation giving New York City the 

authority to lower its local voting age, and then lobby the city to pass the measure. There is 

precedent for this kind of legislation – the state legislature previously gave New York City the 
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power to allow non-citizen parents to vote in school board elections. Advocacy would likely 

start on the city level, to show state legislators that demand exists for the city to make this 

change. Generation Citizen engaged in similar work when lowering the age to 16 for 

community board participation. 

 

Rhode Island: While promising at first, details in Rhode Island law mean that cities cannot act 

to lower the local voting age without action from the state first. Like in New York, we would 

push for a bill on the state level that gives Providence the power to lower the voting age for its 

local elections. Generation Citizen’s existing connections with elected officials and 

youth-serving organizations in Rhode Island give us a strong foundation for this advocacy. 

Rhode Island also already allows 16-year-olds to pre-register to vote. Democrats control the 

state legislature and the governorship.  

 

Delaware: Delaware gives cities a degree of home rule authority, but specifically prohibits 

cities from changing qualifications of those allowed to vote in municipal elections. Here, we 

would advocate for a statutory change that gives one city, likely Wilmington or Dover, the 

power to make this change. Delaware already has 16-year-old pre-registration, and Democrats 

control the state legislature and the governorship. 

 

 

Public Education and Press 

The San Francisco campaign taught us that public opinion can shift rather rapidly on this issue once 

people are introduced to it and hear positive messages about it. We believe there is potential for large 

scale public education campaigns, on either a state or national level, to introduce this idea to the 

general public and build public support and demand for it. We will explore options for larger-scale 

public education efforts that could be executed in the next four years. One piece of any such strategy 

will be a continued focus on earned media, building on the success we’ve had in generating local and 

national press coverage.  

 

In the past year, the New York Times , Vox , Politico , the Washington Post , the Wall Street Journal , 

Bloomberg,  the Atlantic  and smaller outlets like Washington Monthly  and MTV News  have all covered 

campaigns to lower the voting age. In San Francisco, we placed op-eds in the city’s two major 

newspapers during a busy election season and were featured by almost every local outlet. We 

anticipate continued success in the press, especially as reporters look for stories illustrating concrete 

solutions and the positive side of politics.  

 

Youth Advisory Board 

The national Vote16USA Youth Advisory Board has played a crucial role in our work so far, and we 

plan to make this group an even larger part of the campaign going forward. Youth Advisory Board 

members have offered input on overall strategy and specific initiatives, worked to support ongoing 

campaigns, served as spokespeople in the media, and helped spread the idea to new cities and 

audiences. Going forward, we would like to further formalize the role of Youth Advisory Board 

members and establish a more comprehensive structure that includes a smaller Central Committee of 
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youth involved in active Vote16 campaigns and a larger General Board that includes youth who have 

worked on Vote16 campaigns in the past or are just starting to get involved with the work.  

 

Endorsements 

As we saw in San Francisco, endorsements from trusted elected officials were key to advancing the 

issue and winning public support. It is time to do more of this on the national level, especially as so 

many politicians are expressing interest in civic engagement. We will work with partners to generate a 

list of targets and act to seek their endorsement on the issue. It is worth noting that in addition to 

Leader Pelosi, Rep. Keith Ellison has expressed public support for lowering the voting age. If he 

becomes DNC chair, that could empower other Democrats to embrace the idea.  

 

Of course, bipartisan support is crucial and we must redouble our efforts to recruit conservative 

supporters and advance the reform in more conservative cities and states.  

 

Conclusion 

A year ago, Vote16 was just an idea that most people dismissed as crazy.  In the last year, we  released 

a comprehensive report, gained significant media attention, raised hundreds of thousands of dollars, 

established a youth board, and launched a city-wide campaign.  We have made an idea a possibility. 

 

We feel there is so much to be done in the year and years to come.  We are grateful for all support, 

and think we can make movement a key component towards the country’s efforts to rebuild the 

foundations of our democracy. 
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