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County Party Commiuittees

and How to Get Involved

Haley Diagostino

Most people are familiar with national political parties — like the

Democratic and Republican parties. These parties try to influence

elections by choosing which candidates they will endorse and helping

those candidates with their campaigns. Political parties are made up of

their members and are not a part of the government.

However, there are also local versions of these parties!' In our region,
“county party committees” are the local organizing bodies for the larger,
national political parties. County committees shape how each party
operates locally, determine who receives party endorsements, and how
campaigns are supported.?

In Erie County, the four major political parties are the Democratic,
Republican, Conservative, and Working Families parties.” Each party has
its own local committee or local organizing body, but their internal rules
and structures may vary, especially among smaller parties.

* The Erie County Democratic Committee is the county party
committee for the Democratic Party.

* The Erie County Republican Committee is the county party
committee for the Republican Party.

* The Erie County Conservative Party Committee is the county
party committee for the Conservative Party.

* The Western New York chapter of the Working Families Party
is the local organizing body for the party. Right now, it doesn’t have an
official county party committee. However, the regional chapter is active,
and it does organize and endorse candidates at the local level.*

What do county party committees do?

Committee members attend meetings and elect party leadership.’
Committees also endorse candidates for public office, such as county
executives and city mayors, in party primaries.®

This fact sheet was written
by Haley Diagostino (who
was a Masters of Social Work
intern at PPG at the time)
and edited by Sarah Wooton
(Director of Community
Research at PPG). This
guide explains what county
party committees are, how
members are elected, and
how you can run to become
a member. We reached out
to the four major political
parties for their feedback on
this fact sheet. Thank you to
the Erie County Democratic
Committee and the Working
Families Party for providing
feedback on this guide.
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Why do county party committees matter?

Once a county committee endorses a candidate for public office, the
committee often supports the candidate’s campaign by gathering petition
signatures, canvassing voters, purchasing lawn signs, and assisting with
other details of running a local campaign for public office.'

Technically, committee members do not directly choose who appears

on the ballot for elections. The candidates still need to get the necessary
number of signatures to qualify to be on the ballot. However, committee
members’ involvement in building campaign infrastructure can
significantly boost a candidate’s visibility and momentum.''

Members can also:

* Organize neighbors and engage voters

* Advocate for change within the party and with elected officials
* Bring attention to issues they care about

* Build relationships with local elected officials'?

How members are elected

Counties are divided into small voting areas called election districts. Across
all municipalities in Erie County, there are 651 total election districts,
including 207 districts in the City of Buffalo alone.'® All the county party
committees use the same election districts.

Under New York State Election Law, each recognized party can elect

two members from each election district to serve on the party’s county
committee."* This means a party could have up to 1,302 committee
members across Erie County. However, vacant seats are relatively common,
especially in smaller election districts, and party officials can fill vacant
seats through appointment."

Committee members are elected every two years, during each party’s
primary election, and serve two-year terms.'® If only one or two people
run for a district’s party committee seats, they will automatically become
the committee members for that district; there won’t be an election.
However, if three or more people run for a district’s seats, those names
will show up on the ballot.!” In 2024, the Democratic, Republican and
Conservative parties had a few contested county committee seats on the
ballot in primary elections in Erie County.'®
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Ballot Lines vs.
Political Parties

Not all ballot lines represent
official parties.”

To qualify as an official party
in New York State, a political
organization must have had:

¢ A candidate on the ballot in
the most recent presidential
election who received at
least 130,000 votes or
2% of the total votes cast
(whichever is greater) and

¢ A candidate on the
ballot in the most recent
gubernatorial election who
received at least 130,000
votes or 2% of the total
votes cast (whichever is
greater).®

Some candidates run for
office on an independent
ballot line rather than on an
official party line. This is done
through an independent
nominating petition.” These
ballot lines allow candidates
to appear on the ballot for
the general election, but they
do not automatically establish
an official party or county
committee.
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* The 2024 Democratic primary included races for county committee
members in 10 election districts in Erie County, nine in the City of
Buffalo and one in the town of Brant."

* The Republican Party had races for county committee members in
24 election districts in Erie County, 10 in the City of Buffalo, one in
Amberst, three in Elma, and 10 in Grand Island.?

* The Conservative Party had races for county committee members in 14
election districts in Erie County, one in Amherst and 13 in Evans.”!

Only registered voters of a political party can vote in their party’s primary,
including for party committee candidates. For example, someone registered
with the Republican Party can only vote for Republican committee
members in their district. In most other elections, the winner of a primary
simply advances to the general election. Since county committee members
are elected by members of their own party, the winner of the primary wins
the committee seat.?

In more densely populated areas, like the City of Buffalo, election districts
often cover just a few city blocks. For example, the Ellicott Gommon
Council District in the City of Buffalo has 27 election districts, each
representing a relatively small area. In contrast, less densely populated
towns have fewer election districts that cover larger geographic areas. The
Town of Wales, for example, has just one election district for the entire

town.?

Because election districts are often small, races for party committee seats
are often decided by a relatively small number of votes.?* For example:

* In the 2024 Conservative primary, three candidates ran for two open
committee seats in Amherst Election District 43. A total of 10 votes were
cast, with candidates receiving five, three, and one vote each, with one
blank vote.?

* In the 2024 Democratic primary, four candidates ran for two open
committee seats in North District 21. A total of 46 votes were cast, with
candidates receiving 15, 15, eight, and six votes each, with one blank and
one write in vote.?

Even in party committee races with higher turnout, races are often decided

by small vote margins. For example:

* In the 2024 Republican primary, four candidates ran for two open
committee seats in Grand Island Election District 7. A total of 206 votes
were cast, with the candidates receiving 60, 59, 46, and 39 votes, with
two blank votes.?”
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Committee seat
elections can be
decided by just a
handful of votes.
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How to get involved

Running for a county party committee seat can be a good introduction
to local politics.®® Here’s how to get involved:

STEP 1: CHECK YOUR ELIGIBILITY

To run for a county party committee seat, you must be a registered
voter of that political party. You also need to be registered in the
Assembly district you want to run in.*

STEP 2: PICK AN ELECTION DISTRICT TO RUN FOR
If you want to represent your neighborhood, you can run for county Su o risin g |y, you can
committee sea.t in your own eleC‘Fion (%istl'ict. Surprisingly, you can also run outside of the
choose to run in a different election district, as long as you live in and . L

are registered to vote in the same New York State Assembly district. election district you
More than half of the county committee seats in New York State are live in.

often unfilled, so if your own election district is already filled, you can

avold running against someone by choosing to run in a different election
district.*

Get Involved Without Running

Even though the Working Families Party (WFP) does not have an official
county committee in Erie County, you can still get involved with the party.
Our local affiliate of the WFP is the Western New York Working Families
Party.

What WFP Members Do

¢ Follow WFP in the media and take action by signing petitions or
contacting representatives on important issues
® Join volunteer events
Join local WFP affiliate
Help identify and recruit candidates to run for office
Mobilize and campaign for candidates

Membership

® General member: WFP defines general members as individuals who
state their intent to join as a member, including through online actions,
contributions, and sign-ups and pay regular dues or otherwise reaffirm
their intent to remain a member
Dues-paying member: WFP defines dues-paying members as individuals
who contribute at least $10 a month or $120 in the past year.*'

e \oter registration: In New York State, WFP has statewide ballot access
and is recognized as a political party. While you can change your voter
registration status to Working Families Party in New York State, changing

your voter registration status is not necessary to join as a member.
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You may also consider reaching out to the local committee if you wish
to run for a seat. The Erie County Democratic Committee, for example,
recommends contacting them before filing petitions, as they often know
which seats are vacant and may help you secure a seat without going
through a contested primary.*

You can also decide if you want to run with someone else. For example,
you might have a neighbor who is registered in the same party and lives in
your election district. Working together can make things easier, especially
when it is time to circulate petitions and collect signatures.

When deciding where to run, you can also consider how voting power
works for your party’s county committee. In some party committees,
all committee members each get one vote. In other party committees,
members have different amounts of voting power based on how many
voters live in their district.”

For example, the Erie County Democratic Committee rules say that each
committee member gets a different amount of voting power based on how
many registered Democrats are in their election district.** This helps make
sure voting power on the committee is distributed proportionately. The
more registered party voters in the election district you run in, the more
voting power you hold on the Erie County Democratic Committee.

For example, let’s say you’re a registered Democrat in the City of Buffalo
and you want to run for county committee member. You live in Delaware
District 1.

“"Working together
can make things
easier, especially
when it is time to
circulate petitions
and collect
signatures.”
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* Both Delaware District 1 and District 11 are in the 140th Assembly
District.

* Delaware District Election District 1 has just 21 registered Democrats.

* Delaware District Election District 11 has 665 registered Democrats.*

If you run in Delaware District 11, you will hold more voting power on
the committee than if you run in Delaware District 1. However, you would
also need to collect more petition signatures to qualify for the ballot.

If you choose to run in another election district, make sure it is in the
Assembly district you are registered to vote in. For example, you couldn’t
run in Delaware District Election District 2, because it is in the 141st
Assembly District.

STEP 3 - PETITION TO RUN Photo courtesy NCDOT
In New York State, if you want to run for a committee seat, you must Communications. https://www.flickr.
collect signatures from voters registered in your party. You’ll use a form com/photos/ncdot/16714093742

called a “designating petition,” and you must file the completed petitions
within a specific time frame. If you get the necessary signatures and file
the documents properly, your name will be listed on the primary election
ballot.*®

Signature requirements: "Voters may not sign a

You must collect 5% of the active enrolled voters of the political party in petition for more candidates
the election district.”’ It is a good idea to gather more than the minimum than t.hers are openings for
number of signatures in case some are challenged. Your opponent or £l Bt

anyone else can file a petition to challenge your signatures and get you For example, say you and
knocked off the ballot. A good rule of thumb is to try for at least double your neighbor are running

together for Delaware District

the required number. ] o
11. You are carrying petitions

Say you are running for a Democratic committee seat in Delaware with both of your names on
them so you can save time

collecting signatures. There's
a third person running against

District Election District 11. There are 665 registered Democrats in
Delaware District Election District 11. To collect 5% of voters, you
must collect 34 signatures. To be safe, you should try to get at least 68

) you. You ask someone on your
signatures. street to sign your petition,
and they say they've already
signed your competitor’s

If you decide to run with another person for the same election district,

you can circulate one petition that includes both of your names. This petition. If they then sign your
will likely save you time. If you do this, all the signatures on a petition petition, their signature will
apply to all candidates named on that petition, unless otherwise be invalid. That's because
specified.® they've already signed for one

candidate, and now they're
signing for two more. There
are only two election district
seats, so they cannot sign for
three candidates.
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Each petition signer needs to be:

* Registered to vote in that election district

* A registered member for the party you are petitioning for.*

Voters may not sign a petition for more candidates than there are
openings for an ofhce.*

When collecting signatures, it’s best practice to get information about
. . , Before you start

where the registered voters for your party live. That way, you don’t have ]

to knock on every door. Plus, it’s common for voters to be out of date knocki ng on doors,

on their voter registrations. You need to collect signatures from people you should get

who are currently registered for your party in your district. If you collect . .
. . o information about

signatures from people who have moved into your district but who X

haven’t updated their voter registration to reflect that, their signatures the voters in your

won’t count. d istrict.

To get that voter registration data, you can submit a Freedom of
Information Request to the Erie County Board of Elections.*’ When
submitting a request for voter registration data, it must include a
statement that the information requested will be used for an “elections

purpose.”*?

Important dates to find out:

* Dates for circulating petitions: this is typically between February and
March.

* Deadline to file petitions: this is typically in late March or early April.

* State primary election: this is typically in late June*

Petitions must be signed within the petition season dates. Exact petition
season dates vary each year based on the state’s primary election
schedule. Check New York State Board of Elections Political Calendar
for deadlines.** In general, petitioning season lasts a few weeks in
February and March, with dates for filing in late March or early Apri

1'4-5

County committee members serve two-year terms, and election years

vary by county. In Erie County, county party committee members were

last elected in 2024, so the next election will be in 2026. Check that your
party’s county committee will be holding elections the year you wish to run.
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STEP 4: SUBMIT PETITION

If there are 10 or more pages in a petition, you must include a cover sheet
listing the candidate’s name and address, the office or party position they’re
seeking, the party name, and a statement confirming the petition contains
the required number of signatures.*®

Only use a cover sheet if you have over 10 pages. Do not use a cover sheet
if you have fewer than 10 pages. Minor technicalities can get your entire
petition rejected, so only use a cover sheet if necessary. Petitions must be
submitted to the county Board of Elections within a specific window of
time. Make sure all petition pages are securely fastened and in numerical
order. Do not use a stapler. Instead, use a round head or 2-piece prong
fastener. You need to postmark your submission or submit it in person to
the Board of Elections.”

If a seat in a primary election is uncontested, the candidate is
automatically nominated or elected and will not appear on the ballot.*
If you are running against someone, connect with voters in your election
district and build support before election day.*

For more information:

Erie County Board of Elections
https://elections.erie.gov/ ElectiveOffice

NYS Board of Elections
https://elections.ny.gov/running-office
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