
 

 

ROBERT WI NTERSÕ RESPONSES TO 2006 ELECTI ON COMMISSIONER QUESTI ONNAI RE 

1. State your name, residential address, business address, and telephone number(s). 
Robert Winters 
366 Broadway 
Cambridge MA 02139 
617-661-9230 
Robert@rwinters.com 

2. Personal.  Give a brief biographical summary, including your occupation and past activity in the Democratic Party, community, 
Cambridge politics, and voter registration.  Please include your experience with proportional representation, Cambridge election 
procedures, and the election laws, if  any.  Attach a resume if available.  Is there, or do you anticipate, anything (time, other 
commitments) that would present a conflict of interest or otherwise make it difficult to fulf il l your duties as Election Commissioner 
for the full four-year term? 

I have lived on Broadway in Mid-Cambridge since February 1978. I moved here to attend graduate school in 
mathematics and earned a Ph.D. from Boston University in 1990. I have served on the mathematics faculty at 
Wellesley College (1982-85, 1991-94, 2001-06), Harvard University (1994-2001), Boston University (1990-91), and 
the Harvard University Extension School (2001-06). 

I have been appointed by the City Manager to serve on numerous boards for the City of Cambridge, including the 
Recycling Advisory Committee (1991-2006), Green Ribbon Open Space Committee (1999-2000), Library 21 
Committee (1996-2000), the Central Square Committee (1994-98), the Central Square Advisory Committee (2001-
present), and the Technical Working Committee for Computerization of the Cambridge Elections (1995-present). 

I was a City Council candidate several times in the 1990Õs and, as an outgrowth of my interest in local 
government and elections, began writing the Cambridge Civic Journal in November 1997. This eventually became a 
web site which is now considered a primary source of information about local civic affairs and elections in 
Cambridge. It is fundamentally nonpartisan in nature with civic engagement as its primary goal and purpose. 

For the last few municipal elections, I have assembled the ÒCambri dge Candidate PagesÓ from voluntary 
responses and other materials submitted by candidates. These pages have been cited by many as the most 
comprehensive source of information on local candidates available Ð a fact supported by the thousands of people who 
used it for each of the last two municipal elections. 

During the most recent municipal election, George Goverman and I were featured on a CCTV production called 
ÒHow to Vote in Cambridge,Ó a program which many people feel did an excellent job of explaining various aspects of 
how proportional representation works. I would like to undertake more of this kind of outreach as an election 
commissioner. I am considered by many to be an expert on all aspects of PR elections, including the computerized 
count. I have served as an independent tester of the tabulation software since it was fi rst introduced for the 1997 
elections. 

As a member of Technical Working Committee for the Computerization of the Cambridge Elections (TWCC), I 
have been a resource to the Election Commission since 1995 on matters relating to tabulation software, voting 
machine hardware, ballot design, and analysis of voter error Ð all with the goal of ensuring that every voter has his or 
her intent accurately recorded and votes counted. I was an advocate of returning improperly cast ballots for correction 
by voters long before the 2000 presidential election and HAVA (Help America Vote Act), and I was delighted to see 
the precipitous drop in invalid ballots in the 2005 election when we fi rst implemented this reform. 

I also took on the painstaking task of creating an archive of all Cambridge municipal elections from 1941 to the 
present. This is now the primary source of this information. I was the fi rst to make available online Chapter 54A of 
the Mass. General Laws (the chapter which governs the Cambridge Elections) and I am very familiar with its 
contents, its history, and its application. 

I see no reason for any time confl icts or other confl icts should I be appointed as a commissioner. It is my intention 
to discontinue teaching at Wellesley College this fall and to focus most of my activities within Cambridge. I wi ll 
continue to teach mathematics in the Harvard Summer School and my weekly class at the Harvard Extension School 
during the fall and spring semesters. 



3. Reason for Seeking Office.  Please explain why you are seeking the office of Election Commissioner. 

My primary reason for seeking the position is that I feel I have the expertise to do the job and to continue 
initiatives I have already begun and some I have wanted to do as an observer of elections and of the Election 
Commission. In this day of computerized elections and controversies across the country about electronic voting 
devices and ballot design, I feel that I am amply qualifi ed to take on an offi cial role governing these matters in 
Cambridge. 

I have taken on a series of civic initiatives in Cambridge over the last 20 years, including recycling and home 
composting, green space initiatives, Central Square revitalization, and providing public information on civic affairs 
and elections. I feel that taking on this role at this time would be the best thing for me and for the people of 
Cambridge. 

4. Voter Participation (registration and turnout). 
a. Increasing participation.  Given the dynamic nature of the City of Cambridge, with a highly transient population, how do you 

propose to increase the number of people who register and vote?  Do you have any specific suggestions for increasing 
participation? If so, what, in numbers, are realistic goals and how would the Election Commission accomplish those goals? i.e. 
city census mail program, door to door or phone census canvassing. 

This is one of the greatest challenges for election offi cials and democracy advocates across the country, 
especially now that voter turnout in municipal elections has reached an all-time low. This is not just a problem in 
Cambridge. It cannot be adequately addressed by providing more registration forms or posting more notices. 
Civic engagement has been in decline for some time, especially at the municipal level, and until residents have a 
reason or inclination to be engaged in civic and political affairs, voting will not be seen as important. The most 
important step is to create avenues in which residents can interact with the government at the municipal, state, and 
federal level. This requires much more than the effort of any election commission. 

That said, much that can be done to maximize registration and voting. Some of the routine verifi cation of the 
city census could be done online if suffi cient precautions are in place to prevent fraud. Signifi cant savings could 
be realized and resources better allocated. Voter registration has to be elevated to the same level as arranging for 
gas and electric service, phone service, internet access, or getting a resident parking sticker Ð something people 
routinely take care of without a second thought. 

What is a realistic goal for voter registration and turnout? At the very least I would set a goal of a minimum of 
20,000 voters in the municipal elections and ensuring that voter turnout is more representative of all registered 
voters and not just the traditional Òmost likelyÓ voters targeted by political campaigns. Having a representative 
sample of voters, even if the absolute numbers are not as high as we like, is as important as the total voter turnout. 
In order to accomplish this, we should conduct registration and election announcements the way a company sells 
its products, a record company promotes its artists, or a fi lm studio promotes a movie. It  has to be sold as more 
than just a duty with the tangible benefits of participation emphasized. The message is more important than the 
method. 

b. Location.  Do you think changing the siting of registration or polling places would improve participation?  Did you favor the 
reduction from 42 to 33 precincts?  Do you feel that Cambridge should have more or fewer precincts than it will in 2006?  
Consistent with the constraints of redistricting boundaries, where, if anywhere, would you add or subtract precincts? 

LetÕs not forget that there were 55 precincts not long ago, then 44, then 42, and now 33. Part of the rationale 
for the reduction is the increasing diffi culty in getting competent staff for so many precincts. There are also fewer 
voters. To the best of my knowledge, the reduction in precincts has not resulted in long lines or inconvenience at 
the polls. Any problems at polling locations are attributable to other causes. If voter participation signifi cantly 
rises, weÕll have to reconsider the number of precincts, but that need does not exist right now. 

Regarding the boundaries and locations of precincts, the law requires that all precincts must have roughly 
equal numbers of residents, so itÕs not possible to add precincts at will. That said, precinct lines should be drawn 
in such a way as to distribute the number actual voters more uniformly and to make the best use of accessible 
polling locations. To whatever degree that ward boundaries can be drawn to respect historical neighborhoods, this 
is also a desirable goal. 

 

c. Information.  Do you have any proposals for improving the existing voter education program?  Do you support or oppose 
proposals requiring the posting of the MA Voters Bill of Rights in every polling place? Do you support or oppose proposals 
that would allow Cambridge voters to check their registration status online like Boston voters?  



I have done my part in creating the Cambri dge Candidate Pages (vote.rwinters.com) for the Cambridge 
municipal elections. I believe this kind of resource should be the rule for all elections, especially now that local 
newspapers have not been taking on this responsibility and the circulation of these papers is in decline. 

I have long felt that ample information should be available to all voters about all candidates and ballot 
questions so that elections are not overly influenced by which candidate or political action committee has the most 
resources. Whether the provision of information is conducted by elections offi cials or by other parties is not as 
important as simply distributing the information to voters in a timely, thoughtful, and impartial way. For state and 
federal elections, I believe free air time should be made available to all qualifi ed candidates. 

I do support the posting of the Voters Bill of Rights and related information at all polling locations and 
elsewhere not only on Election Day but during the days and weeks leading up to Election Day. I also fully support 
proposals that would allow voters to easily verify their registration status, including doing this online. 

5. Accuracy of Voter Lists.  Do you think that the existing system is adequate to minimize voter list inaccuracies (e.g., erroneously 
dropping voters, or carrying nonresidents on the voter lists)?  Do you have an opinion on the current policy regarding inactive 
voters?  Do you have any improvements to propose?  

I believe the current protocols for the city census and voter list are more expensive and labor intensive than they 
need to be. These protocols could be made simpler and more cost-effective Ð with the condition that fraud prevention 
be a top priority of any modifi cations. I have been merging voter registration databases with voter history fi les and 
making them freely available to qualifi ed candidates in the last several municipal elections. ItÕs not hard to find 
inaccuracies, and the current mail-in system does not allow residents and voters to know well in advance of elections 
whether their information and status is accurate. Finding a secure system for checking and updating this information 
online would be a great improvement, though it wonÕt address the needs of those who do not use online resources. 

My understanding of the active vs. inactive status is that it is necessary in order to follow the provisions of the 
Motor-Voter law. Election offi cials cannot remove voters from the voting list unless the voter fi rst is placed on the 
inactive list (by failing to answer the annual census), then fails to vote for a cycle of two biennial state elections and is 
notifi ed by mail of impending removal from the voting list. This is reasonable system as long as little or no distinction 
is made between active and inactive registered voters at the polls. 

Two of the more problematic aspects of the Motor-Voter law and the active/inactive status is its effect on ballot 
initiatives and the reporting of voter turnout. Making it easier to register and stay registered has the effect of making 
the percentage voter turnout seems even more dismal than the absolute turnout. Reporting voter turnout as a percentage 
of active voters, though imperfect, may be more appropriate. The effect on ballot initiatives is such as to make some of 
them virtually impossible to prevail even if most residents are in favor. The state should modify this. 

6. Operation of the Election Commission.  Do you have any comments on, or changes to propose in the day-to-day administration of 
the Commission?  Do you have any suggestions for making the Commission more eff icient?  How will you work with the 
CommissionÕs staff? Do you have any basic principles you follow when hiring and managing staff? Do you favor having evening 
meeting and hearings of the election commission?  How would you evaluate the CommissionÕs training of election workers?  How 
important is it to you that election day workers live in the communities that they serve in? 

As I mentioned above, conducting the city census is labor-intensive and expensive. Better systems for database 
management and Internet access by residents can address some of these inefficiencies. Any online changes made by 
residents should, of course, be subject to review and verifi cation by the Election Commission and staff. 

One change I would make would be to have a complete record of campaign fi nance repor ts available online to 
the public. The current system is a patchwork of an incomplete state (OCPF) system and a diffi cult-to-access system of 
locally fi led reports. I have been recording campaign fi nance data for several years and making it publicly available in 
part due to the diffi culty in getting the information. I would personally take on this task, if necessary, as a 
commissioner. 

I have already taken the initiative of making the complete history  of Cambri dge municipal elections publicly 
available online. I would continue to add to this history as a commissioner. 

I now enjoy an excellent and cooperative relationship with the staff of the Election Department. IÕm sure this will 
continue. Except for the hiring of its executive director, I believe the hiring and management of the staff should be the 
responsibility of the executive director and the CityÕs Personnel Department. 



The commissioners can and do, however, play a signifi cant role in the hiring and training of election day workers. 
Much more outreach needs to take place to replenish the pool of available workers, and more training is necessary, 
especially now that incorrectly marked ballots are being returned to voters for correction. Though not widespread, 
there have been reports of ballot secrecy being compromised. This is completely preventable with adequate training 
and clear priorities. Though it is desirable to hire Cambridge residents as poll workers, having an adequate pool of 
qualifi ed workers is still the greater priority. 

Regarding the meeting times of the Election Commission, I would be open to meeting at any time of the day in 
order to be as accessible to the public as possible, though this clearly is a decision that must be made by all four 
commissioners. I strongly believe the Election Commission should sponsor a variety of public information forums, 
historical presentations, and other events that further civic and political engagement in Cambridge. I would be happy to 
manage some of these forums myself, especially those that highlight our proportional representation voting system and 
the rich and colorful civic and political history of Cambridge. In addition, I would love to host public meetings where 
residents and elected offi cials can see exactly how the computerized PR Count and other elections are conducted so 
that the entire process can be made as transparent as possible. 

7. Enforcement of Ethics Ordinance.  What is your evaluation of the CommissionÕs performance in administering the Ethics 
Ordinance since the scope of its duties were expanded in 1993?  What, if anything, do you think the Commission should do 
differently in the future?  

I have seen matters involving the Ethics Ordinance come before the Election Commission routinely at its meetings 
over the years, and my primary observation is that itÕs not so easy to enforce due to the hesitance of some members of 
Cambridge boards and commissions to provide information. This is a dilemma because we also want to do all we can 
to encourage residents to serve on these boards and commissions. I have not seen many instances of the Election 
Commission engaging elected offi cials on this matter, so I cannot comment on how well it is working in that case. 

8. Election Commission Ethics.  Do you favor efforts to limit the ability of those administering elections to hold fiduciary positions in 
political campaigns (like campaign chair, co-chair, treasurer or fundraising) other then their own? 

Generally speaking, election commissioners should refrain from active participation in political campaigns other 
than efforts that are made available to all candidates. For example, I would want to continue providing the Cambridge 
Candidate Pages and working cooperatively and impartially with all candidates in the provision of this information. I 
would also like to do whatever I can to provide user-friendly databases to all qualifi ed candidates free of charge (as I 
have done in the past). The key thing is to do it impartially and to make these resources available to all qualifi ed 
candidates and their campaigns. 

Though I may still write a check to a candidate or attend a candidateÕs political event or even express a point of 
view (as is my constitutional right), I donÕt believe election offi cials in Cambridge or anywhere else should actively 
engage in political campaigns and they shouldnÕt take an offi cial role in a political campaign. An election offi cialÕs 
primary obligation must be to ensure fair elections and that should not be compromised. As far as wardens and poll 
workers are concerned, this may require more flexibility in order to ensure an adequate pool of workers. 

9. Election Commission Budget.  What comments or changes, if any, would you suggest for the Election CommissionÕs budget, in 
order to make the commission more cost-effective? What experience do you have administering and managing budgets? 

Managing the budget of the Elections Department should be the responsibility of a good executive director who is 
accountable to the Election Commission, the City Manager, and the City Council. Four commissioners micromanaging 
the budget is not a good idea, though I would certainly offer suggestions for improvement to the executive director. 
One suggestion I would make is to ensure that adequate database management skills are available in-house so that 
many routine matters wonÕt have to be contracted out and that more effi cient voter registration and census protocols 
can be designed and implemented at lower cost. I would also suggest that every City department, including the 
Elections Department, should have at least one staff person with the necessary skills to keep their departmentÕs website 
current and relevant. This is not now the case. 

10. Election Day Procedures.  Now that computerized voting has been used in five municipal elections and f ive state elections, what 
is your evaluation of how it has worked?  Are there changes you propose for future elections? Do you favor the use of optical scan 
voting devises in municipal elections? What do you think of new voting technology like Digital Recording Electronic (DRE) 
voting systems like those made by Diebold?  Do you favor the way in which the proportional representation ÒcountÓ was done in 
November 2005 and, if not, what would you propose? Do you favor releasing an unofficial proportional representation ÒcountÓ on 



election night?  Would you support or oppose the creation of a certif ication process before every election for electronic voting 
systems administered by the Secretary of State?  

I am in a unique position to comment on the computerized voting because of my role on the TWCC and as an 
independent tester of the tabulation software. Generally speaking, the computerization has been a great success, though 
IÕm not alone in my nostalgia for some of the positive social aspects of the old PR Count at Longfellow. The tabulation 
software works remarkably well and provides output that can be posted immediately on web sites without 
modifi cation. The primary change I would make would be to make the entire process more transparent. 

Though I originally resisted the release of the unoffi cial results of the PR Count (not including auxiliary ballots) on 
election night, it has worked out reasonably well. The primary exception was the 2001 election when there were close 
races in both the City Council and School Committee elections and only the preliminary winners were announced with 
no details given. (In fact, the offi cial results were different in the School Committee election.) It  would have been 
better to release the full report regardless of the vote margins. Transparency is always preferable. 

State and federal elections are simpler in most ways but potentially more problematic in other ways. Our choice of 
scanned paper ballots guarantees that weÕll always have an auditable paper trail, a primary recommendation of the 
TWCC when we recommended which system to put in place. Though there has been no suggestion of anything amiss 
in our use of the AccuVote scanners, there is not enough transparency in the process and there is a remote chance that 
these machines could be manipulated. More work needs to be done to ensure that verifi able voting is the rule, including 
testing of all aspects of the scanners, fi rmware, and memory cards before and after the election. A more extensive state 
certifi cation process is certainly a good idea. 

11. Recount procedures. What is your evaluation of the recount procedures of the Commission?  What comments or changes, if any, 
would you suggest? 

Most aspects of the multi-week recount in the 2001 School Committee election were done out of necessity and to 
respect the legal rights of the three candidates affected by the recount. State law permits a candidate to petition for a 
Òhand recountÓ Ð a process made more diffi cult by provisions of Chapter 54A which governs the Cambridge municipal 
election procedures. Ballots have to follow their original paths to the best degree possible, and this necessitates a 
matching of the electronic ballot records with their corresponding paper ballots which are subject to review by the 
commissioners and candidatesÕ representatives. The entire process would be much faster if ballots could simply be 
hand-verified and rescanned and tabulated. This is possible for elections other than the PR elections, but it doesnÕt 
match the 1938 law that governs the PR elections. A petition to the General Court could allow a change in the law, but 
itÕs not clear whether itÕs even possible to amend a section of the Mass. General Laws (Chapter 54A) which was 
repealed over 30 years ago and which now only applies to Cambridge. The remedy for this problem is not simple, and 
an incentive remains for a losing candidate to request a recount Òfor another roll of the dice.Ó 

12. Campaign Finance.  What is your evaluation of the CommissionÕs performance in administering the campaign f inance laws in 
municipal elections? 

My evaluation is not currently a positive one. The Mass. Offi ce of Campaign and Political Finance (OCPF) now 
has a pretty good system in place for City Council candidates, but it has many gaps in its information. I know a good 
deal about this because I have been gathering and posting this information for several years. Ever since the state system 
applied to Council candidates, the Election Commission staff has not maintained this information as they should. 
Promises to post this information online have gone unfulfi lled for several years. The Election Commission should be 
far more aggressive in assuring easy access by the public to all of this information. Correcting this would be one of my 
fi rst priorities. 

 

 

13. Transfer Method.  Do you favor replacing the Cincinnati Method with proportional distribution in order to eliminate the role of 
chance in distributing surplus votes, or do you prefer the current system? 

I do, in principle, feel that a change to a PR variant in which ballot order is immaterial would be preferable. I 
believe it would be simpler to explain and to justify and would have the added advantage of making recounts faster and 
cheaper. If such a system was in practice anywhere in the United States in 1938, the Election Commission could vote 



to make such a change. However, my investigations have turned up no evidence that such a method was being used 
then, so a change in the now repealed Chapter 54A would be required. I believe this could be done via a home rule 
petition to the Legislature, but I donÕt know this for a fact and I wonÕt make any predictions about how well it would 
be received. 

Such a variant is actually the default option for the tabulation software we use (ChoicePlus Pro). There is a 
ÒCambridge RulesÓ option that must be invoked for our elections. However, even though an order-independent method 
would be preferable, I would not advocate such a change if there was any chance of disrupting the core principle of the 
proportional representation system weÕve successfully used since 1941. 

14. Ballot Design.  What is your opinion regarding the format of the ballot used for city council and school committee elections?  Do 
you think the instructions provided to voters are clear and that the ballot is easy to read and complete?  What improvements, if any, 
would you suggest? 

I think the instructions could stand to be a bit clearer, but the wording is partly mandated by Chapter 54A. I would 
prefer to decrease the number of Òwrite-inÓ lines on the ballot, but the Secretary of State has disallowed this. The 
Election Commission does have the authority to limit the number of choices to no fewer than 15 and, though not ideal, 
this option could simplify the ballot if there were many candidates on either municipal ballot. Providing straightedges 
at the polls is also advisable to reduce voter error, but this is now less of a problem since we began rejecting 
improperly marked ballots. 

After the 1997 election, I analyzed the ballot data and found more than a few ballots where only the 1,4,7,10, etc. 
choices were marked. I was able to figure out that this was caused by alternate shading of groups of 3 columns on the 
ballot and ambiguous instructions. This was then changed for the 1999 election. I have chimed in on ballot design in 
every election since. Though it may not now be allowed under existing laws, I would prefer that any voter who has 
diffi culty with a municipal election ballot be permitted to cast a hand-written ballot, if desired, giving a ranked list of 
candidates showing the voterÕs intent. Such ballots could be processed the following day with the auxiliary ballots. 

15. Voting Rights. Do you favor voting rights for legal immigrants in municipal elections? Do you favor lowering the voting age in 
municipal elections? What special problems or opportunities would such a change cause for the Election Commission?  Do you 
support or oppose a constitutional amendment to remove conditions for absentee voting? Do you favor same day voter 
registration? Do you support or oppose legislation allowing workers to take two hours off from work to vote on election day?  Do 
you favor provisions under the Help America Vote Act (HAVA) that requires voters to provide their driverÕs license or the last 
four digits of their social security number to register to vote?  Would you support or oppose legislation requiring all voters to show 
a photo ID before they vote? 

LetÕs be clear that many of these decisions will be made by elected offi cials and not by election commissioners 
who are obliged to carry out the laws relating to elections. That said, I believe it is best to have the same rules 
everywhere in Massachusetts regarding who is eligible to vote. If  the state wants to make a change, IÕll be happy to go 
along with it. Adopting separate rules and separate voting lists for Cambridge would be problematic regardless of the 
merits. I would be open to loosening the rules regarding absentee voting, especially if it helped to boost voter turnout. 

I do, in principle, support same-day voter registration, though I do have some concern that it would give an unfair 
advantage to well-financed campaigns with well-oiled Election Day machines. I might support allowing some workers 
time off  to vote, but I believe most voters can be easily accommodated during the time polls are now open. 

I donÕt believe voters should be routinely required to show photo ID when they vote, unless there is evidence of 
potential voter fraud. I also feel that the provisions of the Motor-Voter law were adequate for voter registration and that 
additional registration requirements under HAVA are neither necessary nor helpful. 

 

16. Miscellaneous.  Do you have any other suggestions for carrying out the powers and duties of an Election Commissioner?  Is there 
anything else you would like the Cambridge Democratic City Committee to consider in evaluating your candidacy for the office of 
Election Commissioner? 

One thing I would add is that there are plenty of things an election commissioner can do that go beyond the 
minimum requirements of the job. As a Cambridge Election Commissioner, I would like to be an advocate for alternate 
election methods elsewhere. I would like the opportunity to apply my skills as a teacher to voter education and the 
history of Cambridge elections. 



Above all, I have involved myself in Cambridge elections for a long time and I would love the opportunity to take 
on this task with the same dedication I have applied to other civic interests in Cambridge. 

 


