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POSITION PAPER 30 

 
Subject:   Initiative Process and Policy 

Date:   February 1, 2011 

Amended:  

 
Background 

The initiative process, whereby citizens place proposed legislation on the ballot for 

popular vote, was originally an outgrowth of the so-called “Progressive Era” of the late 

1890’s and early part of the 20th Century.  During this time, populism and movements 

toward “direct democracy” took hold, primarily in the western United States.  Along with 

the referendum, whereby citizens vote to approve or disapprove of legislation recently 

passed by the elected representatives, and the recall election, whereby citizens may 

petition to remove an elected representative from office, the initiative process is a form of 

direct democracy that is designed to give the citizens a stronger voice in government. 

 

The initiative process, as well as the referendum and recall election, is predominately a 

west-coast phenomenon.  Nearly every state in the western United States has some form 

of direct democracy, be in the initiative, the referendum, the recall election, or all three.  

The eastern United States, on the other hand, has been hesitant as a whole to embrace 

these forms of governance.   

 

 

Forms and Discussion 

 

Initiative to the People 

Pros:   

 Potential to grant voice to those left out of the traditional political process 

Cons: 

 Opposes traditional principles of representative democracy 

 Allows for potential of tyranny of the majority 

 Limited opportunity for expert vetting from budget or policy analysts, potentially 

leading to unintended consequences and conflicts 

 Inadequate drafting often leading to policy confusion and potential for prolonged 

legal battles 

 Often funded by special interests that may be difficult to identify 
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Initiative to the Legislature 

Pros: 

 Potential to grant voice to those left out of the traditional political process 

 Allows for the legislature to debate and vote on the measure before it becomes 

law 

 Grants legislature and policy and budget analysts an opportunity and forum to 

adequately vet the potential legislation 

 Grants legislature the opportunity to draft a competing piece of legislation in an 

attempt to solve any potential problems with the initiative 

Cons: 

 No opportunity for legislature to amend the initiative 

 Legislature’s only option to approve the initiative in its current form or propose 

an alternative, both of which would then go to the public for an up or down vote 

 Inadequate drafting of original initiative may lead to policy confusion and 

potential legal battles 

 

Referendum 

Pros: 

 Traditionally used to accept or reject Constitutional amendments, as per the 

state’s Constitution 

 Potentially grants needed political cover for difficult or unpopular legislative 

actions 

Cons: 

 Passes ultimate responsibility from the supposedly well-informed legislature to 

the potentially ill-informed or apathetic public on sometimes complicated 

measures 

 Opposes traditional notions of representative democracy and replaces it with 

potential for tyranny of the majority 

 

 

Policy 
For the reasons set forth above, it is the policy of the Washington Fire Chiefs Association 

(WFC) to oppose the process of initiatives-to-the-people and to support the process of 

initiatives-to-the-legislature as the preferred alternative.  WFC reserves the right to 

support or oppose specific initiatives and referendums as recommended by the 

Legislative Committee. 

 


