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How, notwhat, do youwant to be?
I had the honor Tuesday of speak-
ing with 160 high school students
and adults at the One Life Project
- Youth Voice event in Bangor,
sponsored by the BDN, the U.S.
attorney’s office for Maine, the at-
torney general’s office and the
Maine Principals’ Association. I
was the voice of an older person.
Below is an adapted version of my
talk.

What is our first im-
pulse when we have a
problem?

We tend to tell our-
selves that no-
body gets what we
are going
through. That no-
body understands.
But the fact that
we all have these
struggles is what
unites us.

The irony, of
course, is that ev-
eryone is incredi-
bly anxious and dealing with
their own internal messes. Every-
one. We all might show it differ-
ently, or process it differently, but
we all are dealing with something

and, more likely than not, many
things.

This might be one of the few
things that we all have in com-
mon. And this typically begins in
school and becomes especially ap-
parent in high school.

What I hear from the students I
work with, students of every
background, is how daunting the
pressures they face can be, and
not just “peer pressure.” At a
youth leadership program where I
have volunteered, I met one
young woman who, as a teenager,
was carrying the weight of her
mother’s alcoholism on her shoul-
ders, feeling as if it was on her to
keep her family together. This
young woman is now in her 20s
and is by all accounts successful.
Another young woman I met
missed weeks of school due to de-
bilitating mental health issues.

A lot of this pressure comes
from being taught to ask the
wrong questions. This is especial-
ly true of our time in high school.

There, the foundational ques-
tion has to do with figuring out
the rest of your life. “What do you
want to do after high school?” It’s
an alternate version of the daunt-

ing question we ask earlier in life:
“What do you want to be when
you grow up?” And it doesn’t end
there. In your early 20s, it be-
comes standard practice to ask
people you’ve just met, “and what
do you do?”

This is the wrong question. We
should start by asking, “How do
you want to be?” This is what will
dictate everything worthwhile
about you and your journey. You
can shape everything around this
concept — job, career, tempera-
ment, character, charity, social
engagement. You will make an
impact based on the answer to
this question; ultimately, it’s how
you will be remembered.

When we imagine someone ask-
ing another how they would like

Question 3misses target.
With guns, that’s a problem.

What is the firearm or-
dinance in your town?

A lot of the more
populated communi-

ties in Maine have “shotgun-only”
hunting regula-
tions. They make
a lot of sense. Shot
will often fall to
the ground within
300 yards, limit-
ing the danger of
negligent fire. Yet
a bullet from a
rifle can travel
miles. In a popu-
lated area, that
can mean houses or cars — or
worse — get hit. Not good.

“Shotgun-only” ordinances are
what you might call “common-
sense” gun laws. They focus on
how firearms are used based on
their specific capabilities, and
regulate a specific threat from a
hunter who doesn’t hit his target.

Meanwhile, Mainers will face
Question 3 on the ballot this No-
vember. We’ve already heard a lot
about it. Its advocates say it is a
common-sense measure which

will keep guns out of the hands of
criminals. Who doesn’t support
that?

Unfortunately, the actual law is
a shotgun approach with an open
choke. For those more familiar
with fisheries than firearms, you
might say there is a lot of bycatch.
Regardless of the analogy, it
makes many historic practices il-
legal and could turn good, respect-
able citizens into criminals.

Start at home. One of the dou-
ble-edged swords of being a small
state is having tightly knit com-
munities, often populated with ex-
tended relatives. It is why we
keep the old verb “cousining”
alive, despite some strange looks
from those unfamiliar with Maine
vocabulary. A lot of Mainers are
very close to their cousins, be
they of the first, second or third
degree.

Yet Question 3 limits “family”
to your first cousins. If your chil-
dren want to lend their great-
grandfather’s Luger he brought
back from Germany to your cous-
in’s kids, they will need to find a
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Adanger to real democracy
Whenitcomestoelection
reform, ranked-choicevoting isa
poormethodtoempowervoters
BY GORDON WEIL
SPECIAL TO THE BDN

Suppose you regret the
election of Gov. Paul
LePage, seeing it as the
result of his opposition
vote being split between
two other major candi-

dates.
One solution, you think,

might be ranked-choice voting,
believing that way another
candidate would have defeated
LePage, despite his having the
most first-place votes.

There are at least four other
ways of dealing with plurality
elections. They are less unusu-
al, less complicated and more
transparent. They are all less
costly. And they are less dan-
gerous to real democracy.

The runoff election. The
most obvious is the runoff, a
second-round election between
the two top vote-getters when
nobody wins a majority. Un-
like ranked-choice voting, run-
offs exist in several other
states.

The runoff allows for a sec-
ond round of campaigning, giv-
ing voters a close look at the fi-
nalists and a real choice.

In 2015, the five-candidate
Lewiston mayoral race failed
to produce a majority win-
ner, so the city held a runoff
between the top two vote-get-
ters. The second-place finish-
er in the first round was
elected after a fresh discus-
sion of the issues and with
voters for three other candi-
dates making a new choice.

Critics say second-round
runoffs have lower voter turn-
outs. In Lewiston, the turnout
for the first election, conducted
at the same time as other is-
sues, including state ballot
items, was 8,332. The turnout

for the runoff, an election in-
volving only the two mayoral
candidates, was 8,229, with
only about 100 fewer voters
turning out.

As for cost, if we assume
runoffs require as much as a
general election, in a nonpresi-
dential year the Maine secre-
tary of state’s office says that
the state’s election cost has
reached $247,931, or 41 cents
per voter. So that could be the
cost of a runoff.

What voters would buy is a
real chance to vote, the most
important role most people
play in a democracy. Is a real
election worth much less than
the cost of a candy bar?

The secretary of state’s of-
fice estimates that ranked-
choice voting in the first year
would cost $910,000, about $1.61
per voter. The added expenses
would cover tabulating equip-
ment, printing, temporary em-
ployees and ballot transporta-
tion. Similar costs would be
imposed by each ranked-choice
election.

In short, ranked-choice vot-
ing alone would cost more, al-
most four times the cost of a
runoff.

Top-two primary. All can-
didates run against each other
in the primary, and the top two
finishers go onto the election
ballot.

There are no party prima-
ries. The result may even be
that two candidates of the same
party or with similar views
face each other in the election.
In contrast, runoff elections
are usually between candidates
of different parties.

This system has real advan-
tages. It could cut state and
municipal expenses for tabula-
tion of two political party pri-
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“What do you want
to do?” is a loaded
question. First of all,
it’s a pass-fail test for
which the stakes are

unfairly high.
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Carlin Whitehouse of the League of Young Voters speaks with Sandra
Braden about ranked-choice voting in Portland in November 2011.
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