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Relating to references to party affiliation in elections; relating to party affiliation in petitions of 
candidates for city elective offices 
 

Minutes:                                                 Attachments 1-9 

 
Chairman Kasper opened the hearing on HB 1375. 
 
Rep. Scott Louser appeared in support of HB 1375.  This bill removes the prohibition on 
declaring a party in local elections and requires that declaration.  He told a couple of stories 
that led him here.  A group was formed that was known as Make Minot and petitioned the 
city of Minot to reduce the size of their government and eliminate the wards.  That petition 
passed, and the Minot city council is now 6 at large members with a voting mayor instead of 
14.  As petitioning, we heard that they won’t find enough people to run for office.  A second 
comment made was everybody will be from the same neighborhood.  The third one was 
everyone is going to be from the same employer.  There is going to be an employer or two 
that is going to stack the council.  The fourth comment was only the wealthy will be able to 
run, because it was a citywide campaign and it is expensive.  The fifth one was members of 
the good old boys’ club are going to win the election.  The overall results were just the 
opposite of the points commented on.  (4:40-5:30)  If I had to characterize the party affiliation 
of the Make Minot group, I would say there is one democrat, one moderate republican, two 
conservative republicans, one libertarian, and one independent.  Then he discussed other 
reasons that might be given to oppose this bill.  (5:59-11:53)  It is my feeling we should have 
party declaration at the local level because of transparency, and these entities that are 
elected locally have the power to tax our property and, in some cases, our purchases.  I think 
the parties would find this as a tool to build their party.  I think emerging parties would agree 
as well.  This would be an opportunity to build an emerging party in our state.  An amendment 
was handed out regarding a federal employee candidate.   Attachment 1. (End 14:00) 
 
Rep. Laning:  Having been a small town mayor, do you think declaring a party would give 
an expectation that a political candidate would be subscribing to the party platform? 
 
Rep. Louser:  Yes, some would probably expect that.   
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Rep. B. Koppelman:  Would party affiliation help inform what you believe the philosophy of 
that person is if you don’t get to ask them as opposed to being a name recognition or 
popularity contest?  
 
Rep. Louser:  For some voters, this may help. 
 
Rep. Schauer:  I think the pushback is going to be in some of your smaller communities.  
What are your feelings on that? 
 
Rep. Louser:  I sense that in small communities everybody knows the candidate personally, 
so why declare a party.  I think we are at a point where people are open with their politics, 
and we may hear that as a reason to not pass this bill.  To me, that is a reason to pass it. 
 
Rep. Schauer:  You are a conservative and stand for limited government. Yet, at the same 
time, you want a bill passed that would say the state mandates this.  Do you struggle with 
that? 
 
Rep. Louser:  I don’t think that any one party has a platform that there should be no 
government involvement especially in politics.  I don’t struggle with this at all. 
 
Rep. Hoverson:  Would you be open to an amendment that would say other? 
 
Rep. Louser:  There wouldn’t be an option on the ballot to pick something.  It would be 
printed next to your name. 
 
Rep. Hoverson:  When you run for office, would you have to pick one ahead of time, or can 
you provide that word yourself? 
 
Rep. Louser:  You would provide the word as the party descriptor when your name goes on 
the ballot.  The suggestion in the bill was if you didn’t want to choose what is an established 
party, you would claim independent as a status.  I am open to the changes if the committee 
sees fit.  
 
Rep. Laning:  Do you see this as a mandate, not an option, for an individual running for local 
office?  
 
Rep. Louser:  Yes. 
 
Chairman Kasper:  The republican party in Fargo has a united republican party committee 
of all the districts in the city of Fargo and Cass county.  This past election the board of the 
URC decided to endorse the local candidates.  The process was they were asked if they 
wished to complete a survey and to let the URC know if they wanted to be endorsed by the 
URC.    
 
Rep. Louser:  This isn’t a process that would require endorsements.  This is simply a 
declaration on the ballot.      
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Rep. C. Johnson:  I am guessing on a local level you are going to see a majority of people 
check that independent box. 
 
Rep. Louser:  If you are referring to your membership in the party as a dues-paying member, 
that is probably accurate.  Somebody could be part of a party and not pay their dues, because 
that is how they are claiming.      
 
Rep.Mike Nathe appeared in support.  To me, this bill is for transparency and openness.  
We set tax policy, collect tax money, and spend tax money, no different than the political 
subs.  Why are they exempt from the transparency and openness?  The bill doesn’t force 
you to pick r or d.  You can vote independent.   
 
Rep. Karls:  We all know of people that we think are one party or another, and then totally 
vote with the other party.  Would declaring a party really help if they portray themselves as 
one party? 
 
Rep. Nathe:  To me, it is just about being up front in who they are.   
 
Rep. Rohr:  Do you think this will drive up the cost for the candidates if they declared their 
party? 
 
Rep. Nathe:  No, I don’t think so.  
 
Rep. Laning:  How would this help or hinder a park board election? 
 
Rep. Nathe:  It gives the public some more information about who that candidate is. 
 
Rep. Vetter:  Do you feel there are any offices that should be non-partisan like sheriff? 
 
Rep. Nathe:   I leave that to the bill sponsor. 
 
Opposition 
 
Linda Svihovec, Research Analyst with the North Dakota Association of Counties, 
appeared in opposition.  She suggested it change the wording to no party.  Attachment 2.  
(31:03-35:50) 
 
Rep. Hoverson:  Is it really possible to be politically neutral if in a political position? 
 
Linda Svihovec:  Yes, I am an example.  It was only until about the last five years I thought 
I might want to identify with a party.     
 
Rep. Vetter:  You knew what party your peers were, so why shouldn’t the general public 
know what party you belong to? 
 
Linda Svihovec:  I had a pretty good idea what party the commissioners were, but across 
53 counties, I probably could tell you what three or four were for sheriff, recorder, treasurer, 
and an auditor.    
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Rep. B. Koppelman:  I thought you were saying the non-partisan nature of local races allow 
that to happen which would insinuate that the partisan nature of our election doesn’t allow 
that to happen.  Do you believe that they are not the same? 
 
Linda Svihovec:  When you are talking about your urban legislative districts, yes they are 
your neighborhoods.  Many of the rural districts are so large that you didn’t know your 
legislators.   
 
Rep. B. Koppelman:  I served on a local school board, and it was obvious what political 
philosophy people had on the board.  Do you think our secretary of state has had an inability 
to handle elections because of his partisan office? 
 
Linda Svihovec:  Personally, I think there are some state elected offices right now that don’t 
make sense they are party affiliated as well.  From the association of counties perspective, I 
am not aware that anyone in the counties feels that the secretary of state has not performed 
his job because he is a republican.  
 
Chairman Kasper:  Are you suggesting that a person’s decision making process, values, 
and personality would change if they had to put an r, d, or I behind their name? 
 
Linda Svihovec:  I would say the opportunity would be there for that.  They might have some 
flexibility if they weren’t party affiliated. 
 
Chairman Kasper:  I know Rep. Anderson who you mentioned in your testimony, and I don’t 
think there is anybody in your area that didn’t know that he was a very ultra conservative 
republican.  Did that handle change his demeanor or decision making process from your 
observation when he served in the other capacity?  Don’t answer that.  I just made an 
observation. 
 
Doug Schonert, former Burleigh County Commissioner, appeared in opposition.  
Attachment 3.  (46:26-50:26) 
 
Shannon Straight, Alderman, City Council, City of Minot, appeared in opposition.  
Attachment 4.  (50:50-56:46) 
 
Rep. Schauer:  Could you go down the council seats and know whether they are 
conservative or liberal? 
 
Mr. Straight:  I don’t really know. 
 
Rep. Schauer:  Why do you think it would impact what you are doing locally? 
 
Mr. Straight:  It adds a layer of complication that I don’t think is necessary.  I wanted to serve 
my community.  I have no desire to aspire to anything larger in politics.  That passion speaks 
more than a designation. 
 
Rep. B. Koppelman:  Do you believe there is much difference in a lower case I independent 
versus no party? 
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Mr. Straight:  In most cases people want to elect someone on a local level that wants to 
serve, and it doesn’t really matter what the party affiliation is. 
 
Rep. Hoverson:  How would the voter find out how you think? 
 
Mr. Straight:  Throughout the Make Minot campaign we were very tactful in not criticizing 
decisions that have been made in the past.  I think you can ask us.  We are personable 
people. 
 
Rep. P. Anderson:  If you put a motion in front of your group at the next meeting that you 
had to declare on the ballot for the next commission and mayor race, would that pass?   
 
Mr. Straight:  I think it would fail.   
 
Rep. P. Anderson:  This is the state mandating to local.  How do you feel about putting in 
this bill that every political sub could decide on your own? 
 
Mr. Straight:  One-size model doesn’t work.     
 
Rep. Vetter:  Don’t you think running as an independent would give you an advantage? 
 
Mr. Straight:  From the city’s representation on the ballot, I think a blank slate is much better.  
 
Rep. Vetter:  Sometimes you clearly know.  With this, you could say I am non-partisan.   
 
Mr. Straight:  For me it becomes a slippery slope.  I can put anything I want on if I want to 
run for city council.  Maybe some people want to embrace what party you represent.  I think 
many people don’t.  Many people just want to serve their community, put in a short period of 
time and next woman up, man up philosophy.  
 
Josh Wolsky District 5 constituent and current Minot alderman, appeared in opposition.  
We were trying to solve citizen engagement with the Make Minot campaign.  We identified 
the form of government in our council and ward system as being one of the barriers to that 
engagement.  At the local level we make these decisions on an individual basis, and we do 
not follow them on party lines traditionally.  Local government is not a party-building 
foundation.  In Minot our challenge was engagement, and engagement comes from people 
being informed and being involved in their government.  It doesn’t come from assuming a 
particular idea about a person because of a particular label they wear.        
 
Chairman Kasper:  Would putting a label beside your name change how you would make 
decisions as a member of the Minot city council? 
 
Mr. Wolsky:  No.  I am not completely sure what the parties represent any more.  We listen 
to what our citizens have to say.  We look at the challenges we have to face and make 
decisions on what we think is the best course.   
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Chairman Kasper:  Would not the candidate identified with a party or no party philosophy 
help your voters become a little bit more knowledgeable about where you might be politically 
in decision making process if you were elected? 
 
Mr. Wolsky:  Possibly.  Our community has become more engaged and informed.  It has 
nothing to do with parties. 
 
Rep. Schneider:  Would putting a party affiliation on your local ballot impair your ability to 
engage and to get consensus and carry through on projects and goals with folks in Minot and 
how that might happen? 
 
Mr. Wolsky:  Yes.  I think wearing that label right now would be a detriment to the work we 
do.   
 
Chairman Kasper:  Would not the safe harbor of no party or independent give you the 
opportunity to not get involved with being labeled? 
 
Mr. Wolsky:  It certainly is an option that I think would be embraced by many local 
candidates, but I don’t know what mandating it serves the process. 
 
Rep. Schauer:  If you had the party affiliation and you had the success, wouldn’t that be 
inspirational to what is happening today?   
 
Mr. Wolsky:  Perhaps, but the success of the Minot story is a result of citizens engaging.  It 
happened naturally.   
 
Rep. B. Koppelman:  What would you say to an individual who wanted to run for a Minot 
local office and want to run as a fill in the blank party?  Would you ask them what value would 
that have?   
 
Mr. Wolsky:  Absolutely not.   
 
Rep. B. Koppelman:  What is wrong with that being we are not forcing anybody to claim a 
party, because they have the option of independent or possibly no party? 
 
Mr. Wolsky:  I think government is here to do the work of the people and for the citizens that 
are most engaged and willing to seek out information about their candidates.  I don’t have a 
problem with those citizens being able to make important decisions in the voting booth.   
 
Rep. B. Koppelman:  Making it hard on all levels would be better? 
 
Mr. Wolsky:  No.  I think we are talking about two separate issues.  The physical act of voting 
is not the same as being an informed voter.   
 
Jim Neubauer, City Administrator for Mandan, appeared for Commissioner Davis in 
opposition.  Attachment 5 was written testimony from Commissioner Davis and 
Commissioner Larson.  January 22, Mandan City Commission took a position in opposition 
for all of the reasons previously stated.   
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Debbie Kroshus, Burleigh County Recorder, appeared in opposition.  Attachment 6 
included her testimony as well other county recorders.  (1:32-1:37) 
    
Dana Schaar Jahner, North Dakota Recreation and Park Association, appeared in 
opposition.  Attachment 7.  (1:37-1:39) 
 
Kevin Vein, City Council Member, City of Grand Forks, appeared in opposition.  
Attachment 8.  (1:40-1:43) 
 
Rep. Vetter:  Were all the members of the city council present for that vote? 
 
Mr. Vein:  There was one absent.  There are 7 members.  It was 5-1.  The person that voted 
against was primarily a procedural.   
 
Jerry Obenauer, Hazen Mayor, appeared in opposition. 
 
Blake Crosby, Executive Director of the North Dakota League of Cities, appeared in 
opposition.  Attachment 9 included written testimony from other city officials throughout the 
state. (1:46-1:54) 
     
Rep. Louser:  I take exception to your suggestion that this was out of state.  I have not been 
contacted by anybody from out of state.  
 
Mr. Crosby:  This is discussion that has been had among a number of league directors from 
around the US.  I will not identify the entity. 
 
Rep. Louser:  If it was an out of state interest group, would they be familiar with the __ Act 
and exempt federal employees.  That wasn’t in my original bill. 
 
Mr. Crosby:  I publicly apologize if I offended you.  I did not mean to do so and retract that 
statement. 
 
Rep. Vetter:  If we can run a partisan campaign and work together here, why can’t they? 
 
Mr. Crosby:  It is because of the policies they are dealing with.  They are very much held to 
be locally accountable.   
 
Rep. Schauer:  If I put an I or NP on my name, is that partisan?  
 
Mr. Crosby:  Yes, because you have designated you have a certain philosophical base. 
 
Chairman Kasper:  Which informs the electorate? 
 
Mr. Crosby:  It does inform the electorate, but the small cities are saying things are fine the 
way they are.  
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Chairman Kasper:  I can assure you there is a whole lot of people in this legislature who 
forget about the political philosophy of the party once they get here, and they work on their 
philosophy that they believe is the correct philosophy.   
 
Mr. Crosby:  I see that.  I asked myself that question as I saw these testimonies came in.  
The answer I came up with is we are all guilty by association from the federal level. 
 
Chairman Kasper closed the hearing.   
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