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Eureka!

“California, Here I Come!” 
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B. California Basics 

Standard #2: Students learn duty, service, and responsibility as a citizen of 
their school, their community, the State of California, and the United 
States. 

OBJECTIVES  

 
DESIRED OUTCOME (Followership) 
At the conclusion of this training, 80% of Cadets will be able to explain the design of the government of 
California and how it carries out governmental functions. 
 
Plan of Action: 
 

1. Be able to identify the three branches of California state government and describe in general 
ways who makes up each branch. 

2. Describe the function of the California State Cabinet. 
3. Match the executive branch elected officials to the office they hold 
4. Name the Governor, Lieutenant Governor, and Adjutant General. 
5. Describe the legislative breakdown of senators and representatives and name the ones that 

represent you. 
6. Name the three types of state courts in California. 
7. Identify the steps for a bill to become a law in California. 
8. Match facts about California Governors with the Governor. 
9. Identify the steps in the ballot initiative process. 
10. Describe a ballot initiative. 
11. Name a government trend that’s predicted for the future. 
12. Name a trend that describes the California Cadet Corps. 
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B1. California State Government – Executive Branch 
 

 
 
The executive branch of California’s state government is set forth in Article V of the State Constitution 
and is one of the three branches of state government, just like at the federal level. The major distinction 
is that the state has a governor, and the federal government has a president. In both instances, 
however, they serve as the chief executive. The executive branch is responsible for administering and 
enforcing the laws of California.  
The executive branch of state government 
essentially has three levels: 

• “Plural executives” – these are the nine 
constitutional offices that are elected 
statewide by the voters every four 
years. 

• Independent agencies – these are the 
entities that, even though they may 
have appointees by the governor, serve 
independently from direct influence by 
the chief executive, such as the 
University of California, which is set forth in the state constitution and whose regents serve 
12-year terms. 

• “Line agencies” – these are the state agencies that report directly to the Governor, whose 
appointees are subject to a direct line of authority from the Governor’s Office and are 
appointed by him or her. 
 

In terms of the line agencies, there are four types of entities in California state government: agency; 
department; board; and commission. The agencies are the highest level, who are headed by an agency 
secretary appointed by the governor and who serve as members of the governor’s cabinet. These 
agencies also have a second-in-command, called the undersecretary, as well as deputy secretaries, all of 
whom are political appointees by the governor. 
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Under these agencies are numerous departments, all of whom are headed by a department director. 
These directors are supported by a chief deputy director and usually several deputy directors, all of 
whom are also political appointees by the governor. Just like the agency appointees, the department 
appointees are political appointees and are subject to confirmation by the state senate. 
The boards and commissions are usually headed by an executive officer or board, all of whom are 
political appointees by the governor. These individuals usually report to a particular department and are 
usually subject to confirmation by the state senate. 
 
In most instances, these agencies, departments, boards, and commissions have rule-making authority. In 
fact, there are over 200 of them in state government. And they often have enforcement authority over 
the individuals or entities that they regulate, with great diversity, such as funeral directors to barbers 
and cosmetologists. They also wield enormous influence in multiple ways and they often play the 
significant role by interpreting and applying the laws of the state. 
 
Agencies under the direction of a secretary that report directly to the governor are cabinet-level 
agencies. Some agencies such as the state controller, attorney general, and insurance commissioner are 
headed by independent elected officials. The state auditor is appointed by the governor with 
confirmation by the legislature, but operated independently of both.  
 
Like its federal counterpart, the executive branch of government is one of three, co-equal branches and 
this branch is essentially in charge of “running the government” through these multitude of entities, 
beginning with agencies.  (Micheli, 2019) 
 
You can see the current Organizational Chart for California executive branch of government here: 
OrganizationalChart (ca.gov). For better clarification, we suggest you google “California Executive 
Branch.” 
 
The Cabinet level offices in the state government are: 

• The Governor’s Office of Business and Economic Development 

• The Governor’s Office of Emergency Services 

• The Governor’s Office of Planning & Research 

• The Business, Consumer Services and Housing Agency 

• The Environmental Protection Agency 

• The Government Operations Agency 

• The Health & Human Services Agency 

• The Labor and Workforce Development Agency  

• The Natural Resources Agency 

• The California State Transportation Agency 

• The Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation 

• The Department of Finance 

• The Department of Veterans Affairs 

• The Department of Food and Agriculture 

• The Military Department  
 
  

 
 

 

What is the California Cabinet? 

The Cabinet is responsible for 

supplying the Governor with 

comprehensive information about 

the state’s operations to aid the 

Governor in identifying California’s 

long-term needs. 

https://cold.govops.ca.gov/File/OrganizationalChart
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The independent agencies in the state 
government are: 

• State Board of Education 

• Insurance Commissioner 

• Secretary of State 

• Lieutenant Governor 

• State Controller 

• State Treasurer 

• State Board of Equalization 

• Attorney General 

• University of California Regents 

• California State University Board of 
Trustees 

• California Community Colleges Board of 
Governors 

• California Public Utilities Commission 

• Fair Political Practices Commission 

• California Postsecondary Education 
Commission 

• California Student Aid Commission 

• California Gambling Commission 

• State Lands Commission 

• California Lottery Commission 

• Public Employment Relations Board 

• California Transportation Commission 

 
As of January 2023, the Governor of the State of California is Gavin Newsom. The Lieutenant Governor is 
Eleni Kounalakis. Here are the California executive branch elected officers (plural executives), as of 2023: 
 

 
             Responsible for:            Manages  Head Lawyer of          In charge of         In charge of  Schools                Insurance 

             elections  the state                 collecting money      spending money 

(Wikipedia, 2021)  

 
The Governor of California is the top of our California Cadet Corps Chain of Command – you should 
always be able to name who the Governor is. If you know your 
stuff, you’ll also be able to name the Lieutenant Governor. The 
Governor is elected to a four-year term and can be reelected once.  
 
Much like the President, the Governor has certain roles.  These 
roles come from laws and the state constitution or traditions 
established by former governors. Two of the governor’s traditional 
roles are the ceremonial role and the position of party leader. 
There is no law that says the Governor will have a ceremonial role. 
The ceremonial role is when the governor cuts ribbons, open 
places, or represents the state in ceremonies. 
 
The California Constitution outlines certain roles that the Governor 
must do by law. These roles include being the Chief Executive, Commander in Chief of the State, 
Legislative Leader, and Judicial Leader. 
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Chief Executive Roles: Carries out State laws, appoints officials, and prepares a budget 

Commander in Chief Commands the National Guard and the State Militia; at the top of the 
Chain of Command for the California Cadet Corps 

Legislative Leader Proposes legislation and laws, approves or vetoes legislation 

Judicial Leader Appoints Judges, Offers Pardons and reprieves, and grants parole 

Ceremonial Leader Greets important visitors, represents the state, goes to ceremonies, 
gives the annual State of the State address 

Party Leader Is the leader of their political party for the state 

 
In California, the Lieutenant Governor is elected separately from the Governor. This can mean that they 
are not in the same party (an example was Democrat John Garamendi, who served as Lieutenant 
Governor for Republican Arnold Schwarzenegger. 
 
Another member of the Executive Branch you should know is the Adjutant General 
of the State of California. The Adjutant General (abbreviated TAG) is the head of 
the California Military Department, which is the state side of the California 
National Guard. The Acting Adjutant General in 2023 is Major General Matthew 
Beevers. TAG is appointed by the Governor to head the Military Department. MG 
Beevers has served as TAG since August 2022.  
 
 
B2. California State Government – Legislative Branch 
 
In California, the state legislative branch is the state 
legislature. It consists of the California State Assembly, the 
80-member lower house, and the California State Senate, 
the 40-member upper house. Assembly terms are two 
years, and Senate terms are four years. Term limits of 12 
years total (in any house) apply. Though most state legislatures only meet part-time, California’s 
legislature is a fulltime job.  
 
The California Senate runs about 75% Democratic, with Democrats prevailing along the coast and 

Republicans in the eastern counties of the state (which 
are much more lightly populated). Senate districts are 
divided into areas of approximately equal population. 
The Senate is headed by the President pro tempore, 
who is elected by the majority party. The Lieutenant 
Governor is the President of the Senate, but only votes 
to break a tie. The Senate Chamber is decorated in red, 
based on the colors used in the House of Lords in the 
United Kingdom. 
 
The California State Assembly also run about 75% 
Democratic. Members are referred to as Assemblyman, 

Assemblywoman, or sometimes Assemblymember. The Speaker of the Assembly is nominated by the 
majority party caucus and elected by the full Assembly. The Speaker presides over the Assembly and 

Bicameral:   
bi·cam·er·al | \ (ˌ)bī-ˈkam-rəl 
Consisting of two legislative chambers 
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controls the flow of legislation and committee appointments. 
The Assembly chamber is decorated in green, based on the 
House of Commons in the UK.  
 
The legislative branch of government enacts legislation 
(makes laws) and confirms or rejects appointments made by 
the Governor. They have influence over the state budget, 
and of the organization and procedures within executive 
agencies. They set where voting district lines are drawn, 
affecting the potential outcome of future elections. 
 
 
B3. California State Government – Judicial Branch 
       (Judicial Council of California, 2021) 
 
The judicial branch of government is charged with interpreting the laws of the State of California. It 
provides for the orderly settlement of disputes between parties in controversy, determines the guilt or 
innocence of those accused of violating laws, and protects the rights of individuals. The California court 
system, the nation's largest, serves over 39.5 million people with more than 2,000 judicial officers and 
18,000 court employees, and about 500 court locations. The head of the judicial branch is the Chief 
Justice of California.  

 
Chief Justice Patricia Guerrero is the 28th Chief Justice of the State of California. She 
was sworn into office on January 2, 2023. She was the first Latina to serve on the 
California Supreme Court. In addition to her role on the California Supreme Court, her 
constitutional duties include serving as chair of the Judicial Council and chair of the 
Commission on Judicial Appointments. She is a native of the Imperial Valley, and was 
raised by immigrant parents from Mexico. 
 

There are 58 Superior Courts, one in each county, with up to 40 locations per  court. There are 1754 
authorized judgeships within the superior courts. Superior courts have trial jurisdiction over felony 
cases, general civil cases, juvenile and family law cases, and other case types. The superior courts handle 
about 6 million court filings per year. About 9 million Californians are summoned for jury service each 
year. Judges are elected by county residents to six-year terms. 
 
There are six district Courts of Appeal, with 11 divisions and 9 court 
locations. There are 106 justices appointed to the courts of appeal. 
They review the majority of appealable orders or judgements from 
the superior courts. The courts of appeal handle about 18,000 court 
filings per year.  
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The Supreme Court of California is the state’s 
highest court; its decisions are binding on all 
other  California state courts. The State Supreme 
Court consists of seven justices, and hears oral 
arguments in San Francisco, Sacramento, and Los 
Angeles. The justices are appointed by the 
Governor and confirmed by the Commission on 
Judicial Appointments. Then the appointments 
are confirmed by public vote during the next 
general election. The Supreme Court has discretionary authority to review decisions of the Courts of 
Appeal and direct responsibility for automatic appeals after death penalty judgements. The supreme 
court handles about 7000 court filings per year. 
 
The California Attorney General heads the Department of Justice, and is the state’s chief law officer, 
ensuring that the laws of California re uniformly and adequately enforced. The Attorney General acts as 
chief counsel in state litigation, and  oversees law enforcement agencies, including district and city 
attorneys and sheriffs. Though the Department of Justice works within the judicial system, it is part of 
the executive branch, not the judicial branch. 
 
 
B4. State: Bill Becomes Law  
 
 

 

https://www.youtube.com/embed/fuz7It61jg4?feature=oembed
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(LA Mission College, Accessed in 2021) 
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B5. California Governors  
 
As we write this lesson in 2021, Gavin Newsom is the 40th Governor of California. The first governor, 
Peter Hardeman Burnett, was elected in 1849, nine months prior to California’s admission as the 31st 
state. He succeeded a series of military governors that ruled from the “Bear Flag Revolt” in 1846 to 
1849. 
 
1st Governor of California: Peter Hardeman Burnett, 1807-1895  
December 20, 1849 – January 9, 1851 
Independent Democrat 
Profession: Farmer, Author, Lawyer, Miner, Politician 
Interesting Fact: As a member of the Oregon territorial legislature, signed the first 
exclusion laws, prohibiting blacks from living free in Oregon. 
 

 
 2nd Governor of California: John McDougal, 1818-1866  
January 9, 1851 – January 8, 1852 
Independent Democrat 
Profession: Miner, Politician 
Interesting Fact: Went from Lieutenant Governor to Governor upon the resignation 
of Gov Burnett. His party refused to nominate him for his own term in 1851 
elections. 
 

 
3rd Governor of California: John Bigler, 1805-1871  
January 8, 1852 – January 9, 1856 
Democrat 
Profession: Editor, Lawyer, Politician 
Interesting Fact: His brother was Governor of Pennsylvania at the same time he 
was Governor of California 
 

 
 
 4th Governor of California: J. Neeley Johnson, 1825-1872 
January 9, 1856 – January 8, 1858 
American (“Know Nothings”) 
Profession: Jurist, Lawyer, Politician 
Interesting Fact: He was the youngest Governor in 
California history. 
 

 
5th Governor of California: John Weller, 1812-1875 
January 8, 1868 – January 9, 1860 
Democrat 
Profession: Ambassador, Lawyer, Politician 
Interesting Fact: Personally led an assault on San Quentin Prison to take 
possession from a commercial contractor 
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6th Governor of California: Milton Latham, 1827-1882 
January 9, 1860 – January 14, 1860 
Lecompton Democrat 
Profession: Teacher, Lawyer, Politician 
Interesting Fact: California Governor with the shortest time in office. Resigned 
to be appointed Senator five days into his governorship. 
 
 

 
7th Governor of California: John G. Downey, 1827-1882  
January 14, 1860 – January 10, 1862 
Lecompton Democrat 
Profession: Pharmacist 
Interesting Fact:  He donated land and helped form the University of Southern 
California. He was born in Ireland. 
 

 
 
8th Governor of California:  Leland Stanford, 1824-1893 
January 10, 1862 – December 10, 1863 
Republican 
Profession: Entrepreneur, Politician 
Interesting Fact: Founding investor and President of the 
Central Pacific Railroad. The CPR’s first locomotive, “Gov. 
Stanford” is in the Sacramento Railway Museum. 
 

 
9th Governor of California:  Frederick Low, 1828-1894 
December 10, 1863 – December 5, 1867 
Unionist 
Profession: Shipping, Banker, Politician 
Interesting Fact:  Considered to be the Father of the University of California. 
 

 
10th Governor of California:  Henry Haight, 1825-1878 
December 5, 1867 – December 8, 1871 
Democrat 
Profession: Lawyer 
Interesting Fact:  Came out strongly against Reconstruction, and especially 
allowing African Americans or any other minorities (especially Chinese) to vote. 
He came out against the 14th and 15th Amendments. In 2017, there was a move 
to rename Haight Elementary School in Alameda due to Haight’s white 
supremacist actions. It was later renamed Love Elementary School. 
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11th Governor of California:  Newton Booth, 1825-1892 
December 8, 1871 – February 27, 1875 
Republican  
Profession: Entrepreneur, Politician 
Interesting Fact:  He resigned as Governor to become a US 
Senator 
 

12th Governor of California:  Romualdo Pacheco, 1831-1899 
February 27, 1875 – December 9, 1875 
Republican 
Profession: Judge, Rancher 
Interesting Fact:  He was, so far, the only Hispanic Governor of California, the first 
Hispanic representative in the US Congress. He came from a very prominent 
Mexican family. 
 

 
13th Governor of California:  William Irwin, 1827-1886 
December 9, 1875 – January 8, 1880 
Democrat 
Profession: Educator, Laborer 
Interesting Fact:  Fell into the position. When Booth resigned, Pacheco 
became Governor, and Irwin (President Pro Tem of the Senate) became 
Acting Lieutenant Governor for the rest of Pacheco’s term. He was then 
elected to the office for another term. 
 

 
 
14th Governor of California:  George Perkins, 1839-1923 
January 8, 1880 – January 10, 1883 
Republican 
Profession: Entrepreneur 
Interesting Fact: He became wealthy owning/running a store in the mining town 
of Oroville. 
 

 
 
15th Governor of California: George Stoneman, 1822-1894 
January 10, 1883 – January 8, 1887 
Democrat 
Profession: Soldier 
Interesting Fact: West Point roommate of Stonewall Jackson. Served as a 
Union General in the Civil War. Camp Stoneman, in Pittsburg, CA, was named 
for him (thousands of troops shipped out from there in World War II). 
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16th Governor of California:  Washington Bartlett, 1824-1887 
January 8, 1887 – September 12, 1887 
Democrat 
Profession: Printer, Politician 
Interesting Fact:  First Jewish Governor of any state (not a practicing Jew). He died 
in office of Bright’s disease. 
 
 

17th Governor of California:  Robert Waterman, 1826-1891
  
September 12, 1887 – January 8, 1891 
Republican 
Profession: Mine Owner, Politician 
Interesting Fact: He was a Republican Lieutenant Governor to the Democratic 
Governor Bartlett. When Bartlett died in office, the Republican Party ascended 
to the governorship. 

 
18th Governor of California:  Henry Markham, 1840-1923 
January 8, 1891 – January 11, 1895 
Republican 
Profession: Soldier, Politician 
Interesting Fact:  He served on the Pasadena School Board and founded the 
Pasadena Public Library. 

 
19th Governor of California:  James Budd, 1851-1908 
January 11, 1895 – January 4, 1899 
Democrat 
Profession: Lawyer, Politician 
Interesting Fact:  Was accused by newspapers of raping a woman who later had his 
baby. The baby died, and the woman died of smallpox. He was elected despite the 
allegations, which he denied and were never proven. 
 
 

20th Governor of California:  Henry Gage, 1852-1924 
January 4, 1899 – January 7, 1903 
Republican 
Profession: Diplomat, Lawyer, Politician 
Interesting Fact: He became embroiled in a controversy over an outbreak of 
bubonic plague in San Francisco, denying it, though federal health officials 
verified it was happening. He lied and suppressed evidence to protect business interests. Though he was 
doing it to support business, the Republican Party chose not to renominate him for a second term. The 
Gage Mansion located in Bell Gardens is now the oldest remaining home in Los Angeles County and is a 
registered California State Historical Site.  
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21st Governor of California:  George Pardee, 1857-941 
January 7, 1903 – January 9, 1907 
Republican 
Profession: Doctor, Politician 
Interesting Fact: He supported conservation causes and came out against the 
powerful railroad monopolies. He personally responded to the San Francisco 
Earthquake of 1906 and worked tirelessly to support the needs of the responders. 
 

 
 
 
22nd Governor of California: James Gillett, 1860-1937   
January 9, 1907 – January 3, 1911 
Republican 
Profession: Lawyer, Politician 
Interesting Fact: Looked at as a pawn of the railroad moguls, he later became a 
lawyer for oil companies. 
 
 
 

 
23rd Governor of California:  Hiram Johnson, 1866-1945 
January 3, 1911 – March 15, 1917 
Republican 
Profession: Politician 
Interesting Fact: Governor during the founding of the California Cadet Corps – 
signed us into state law! 
 
 
 
 

 
24th Governor of California:  William Stephens, 1859-1944 
March 15, 1917 – January 8, 1923 
Republican 
Profession: Engineer, Politician 
Interesting Fact: He passed the bar and became a lawyer while he was 
Governor. 

 
25th Governor of California:  Friend Richardson, 1865-1943 
January 9, 1923 – January 4, 1927 
Republican 
Profession: Newspaper Publisher, Politician 
Interesting Fact: Named William at birth, he officially changed his name to 
Friend, the traditional Quaker title. He was raised in a Quaker township in 
Michigan. 
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26th Governor of California:  Clement Young, 1869-1947 
January 4, 1927 – January 6, 1931 
Republican 
Profession: Teacher, Politician 
Interesting Fact:  He established the California State Park system and the California 
Highway Patrol. 
 

 
27th Governor of California:  James Rolph, Jr., 1869-1934 
January 6, 1931 – June 2, 1934 
Republican 
Profession: Politician 
Interesting Fact: He was the longest-serving Mayor of San Francisco, for 19 years, 
1911-1931. 
 
 
 

28th Governor of California:  Frank Merriam, 1865-1955 
June 2, 1934 – January 2, 1939 
Republican 
Profession: Journalist, Politician 
Interesting Fact:  Though a conservative Republican, he created the California 
state income tax in 1935. He was the last in a series of nine Republican 
(Progressives were a wing of the Republican Party) governors from 1899 to 
1939. 
 

 
 
29th Governor of California:  Culbert Olson, 1876-1962 
January 2, 1939 – January 4, 1943 
Democrat 
Profession: Journalist, Lawyer, Politician 
Interesting Fact:  As an atheist, he refused to say “so help me God” during 
his oath of office, instead saying “I will affirm.” 
 
 
 

 
30th Governor of California:  Earl Warren, 1891-1974 
January 4, 1943 – October 5, 1953 
Republican 
Profession: Lawyer, Politician, Judge 
Interesting Fact: First California Governor elected to three terms, in 1942, 1946, 
and 1950. He resigned in 1953 to become the Chief Justice of the Supreme 
Court. Although listed as a Republican, he also ran in Democratic primaries, and 
won the Democratic primary in 1946. 
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31st Governor of California:  Goodwin Knight 1896-1970  
October 5, 1953 – January 5, 1959 
Republican 
Profession: Judge 
Interesting Fact:  Present at the opening of Disneyland, he gave a speech after 
Walt Disney’s dedication. 
 

 
32nd Governor of California:  Edmund G. Brown, Sr., 1905-1996 
January 5, 1959 – January 2, 1967 
Democrat 
Profession: Lawyer, Politician 
Interesting Fact:  He is known for monumental infrastructure projects: aquaducts, 
canals and pump stations in the Central Valley, four new UC campuses and seven 
new CSU campuses. He fathered Jerry Brown, the 34th and 39th Governor. 
 

 
 
33rd Governor of California:  Ronald Reagan, 1911-2004 
January 2, 1967 – January 6, 1975 
Republican 
Profession: Actor, Politician 
Interesting Fact:  Went on to become the 40th President of the US, from 1981 to 
1989. 
 

 
 
34th Governor of California: Jerry Brown, 1938-Present   
January 6, 1975 – January 3, 1983 
Democrat 
Profession: Politician 
Interesting Fact: He was a Cadet in the California Cadet Corps at Saint Ignatius 
High School in San Francisco, graduating in 1955. He served four terms as 
Governor, 1975-1983, and 2011-2019. Founded Oakland Military Institute (OMI) 
as Major of Oakland. 

 
 
35th Governor of California:  George Deukmejian, 1928-2018 
January 3, 1983 – January 7, 1991 
Republican 
Profession: Politician 
Interesting Fact:  He stood for cutting budgets, not increasing taxes, and anti-
crime programs.  
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36th Governor of California:  Pete Wilson, 1933-Present 
January 7, 1991 – January 4, 1999 
Republican 
Profession: Politician 
Interesting Fact: Several CA governors resigned from their position to be US 
Senators. Wilson resigned from the Senate to become 
CA Governor. 

 
37th Governor of California:  Gray Davis 1942-Present 
January 4, 1999 – November 17, 2003 
Democrat 
Profession: Politician 
Interesting Fact: The only Governor in California history to be recalled. 

 
 
 
38th Governor of California:  Arnold Schwarzenegger, 1947-Present 
November 17, 2003 – January 3, 2011 
Republican 
Profession: Body Builder, Actor, Politician 
Interesting Fact: Held the Mr. Universe title at age 20, 
Mr. Olympia 7 times. Hollywood film icon.  
 
 

39th Governor of California:  Jerry Brown, 1938-Present 
January 3, 2011 – January 7, 2019 
Democrat 
Profession: Politician 
Interesting Fact: Second two terms as Governor. 
 
 

40th Governor of California:  Gavin Newsom, 1967-Present 
January 7, 2019 – Present 
Democrat 
Profession: Politician 
Interesting Fact: He suffers from severe dyslexia that makes it difficult for 
him to write, spell, read and work with numbers. He prefers to interpret 
documents and reports through audio. 
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Until the late 20th Century, being the Governor of California wasn’t a very stable job, particularly in the 
first 60 years after statehood, when we had 22 governors, with an average of 3 years per term. That 
shows in these statistics. Of the first 39 governors: 

• Only 13 served more than 4 years in office 
o 10 of those were the last 10 governors (starting in 1943) 

• 22 didn’t run again at the end of their term (some of those never ran – they assumed the 
position when they were Lieutenant Governor) 

• 2 died in office 

• 6 lost reelection 

• 1 was recalled 

• 5 resigned (1 for personal reasons, 3 to take a US Senate seat, 1 to take a seat on the Supreme 
Court) 

 
Though California’s current reputation in national politics, and indeed, the popular vote is as a VERY 
Democratically leaning “blue” state, that has not always been the case. Of the 40 governors, 17 have 
been Democrats and 22 Republicans (one was American Party). Republican governors have reigned over 
the state for 107+ years, and Democrats only 60+ years. 
 
 
B6. Voting and the Ballot Initiative Process  
 
We cover the issue of voting as an American and federal process in 
Lesson C2B, so we won’t be repetitive. But here, we’ll focus on a few 
aspects of voting in California. 
 
The California Secretary of State’s Office manages voting within 
California, and they work closely with county elections offices who actually run the polls. Before you 
vote for the first time, it’s a good idea to take a look at the information they provide on their website 
and within the publications they distribute to voters about the election. 
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You can register to vote online at Online Voter Registration | California Secretary of State. 
(www.https://registertovote.ca.gov). You can even pre-register to vote, and start receiving information 
about elections, when you’re 16. County elections contact information is all listed on the Secretary of 
State’s Office website as well, at https://www.sos.ca.gov/elections/voting-resources/country-
electionsoffices/. The Secretary of State site also has copies of the Voter Information Guide and 
information about the state-level candidates and propositions. County websites have more local 
information. 
 

We hold elections in California on the first Tuesday in June and November. There 
are often special elections in intervening months as well, just in the districts 
needing an immediate election if a significant elected office is vacant. The June 
election is the statewide direct primary election, and the November election is the 
statewide general election. The major election is in November every four years, 
when significant federal and state offices like President and Governor and many 
other offices are up for election. The next important election is in the intervening 

two-year mark, when other key offices, such as federal and state legislature seats and state propositions 
are on the ballot. City and county offices such as Mayor, Sheriff or Police Chief, School Board, and City 
Council are all on their own schedule, either in June or November. Every election is important to 
someone, and as responsible citizens we should make every effort to vote in every election. The right 
thing to do is to research candidates’ positions (what they stand for; what they hope to accomplish; 
what issues they support or oppose) and the actual meaning of the various propositions that are put on 
the ballot. Don’t just pick a name and vote for someone or something you don’t know anything about – 
it’s better in that case not to vote. 
 
You can elect to join a political party or not. Currently registered political parties are: 

• American Independent Party  

• Democratic Party 

• Green Party 

• Libertarian Party 

• Peace and Freedom Party 

• Republican Party 
 
Voters who don’t affiliate with a party are called No Party Preference (NPP) voters. They receive non-
partisan ballots during primary elections that don’t include presidential candidates. If parties allow NPP 
voters to participate in their primary, NPP voters can request a ballot of one of the parties that allow 
anyone to vote in their primary election.  
 
California currently has a system where the top two candidates in a primary election to ‘voter-
nominated offices’ (state legislative offices, US congressional offices, and state constitutional offices) 
move to the general election ballot, regardless of their party. Because California is currently heavily 
Democratic, that often results in the top two Democrats running against each other in the general 
election. This open primary system does not apply to candidates running for US President, country 
central committee, or local offices. 
 
You can ‘go to the polls’, submitting your ballot in person, or you can choose to vote by mail with and 
absentee ballot. Voting by mail is more convenient, but many people look forward to voting in person at 
the polls. The good thing is that you have both options. 

https://registertovote.ca.gov/
http://www.https/registertovote.ca.gov
https://www.sos.ca.gov/elections/voting-resources/country-electionsoffices/
https://www.sos.ca.gov/elections/voting-resources/country-electionsoffices/
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Ballot Initiatives: 
(Longley, 2020) and (CA Attorney General's Office, Accessed in 2021)  
 
The ballot initiative process gives California citizens a way to propose 
laws and constitutional amendments without the support of the 
Governor or the Legislature. Here’s a simplified explanation of the 
initiative process: 
 

1. An initiative is drafted. 
2. The draft is submitted to the Attorney General for official title and summary.  
3. Initiative petitions are circulated to collect enough signatures from registered voters. 
4. Signatures are turned into county election officials for verification. 
5. Initiative will either be qualified for the ballot or be failed by the Secretary of State, after 

verifications and deadline dates. 
6. California voters will approve or deny the qualified ballot Initiative. 

 
The term "ballot initiative" should not be confused with "referendum," which is a measure referred to 
voters by a state legislature proposing that specific legislation may be approved or rejected by the 
legislature. Referendums may be either "binding" or "non-binding" 
referendums. In a binding referendum, the state legislature is forced by 
law to abide by the vote of the people. In a non-binding referendum, it 
is not. The terms "referendum," "proposition" and "ballot initiative" are 
often used interchangeably.  
 
Ballot initiatives may be either direct or indirect. In a direct ballot 
initiative, the proposed measure is placed directly on the ballot after 
being submitted by a certified petition. Under the less common indirect 
initiative, the proposed measure is placed on a ballot for a popular vote only if it has first been rejected 
by the state legislature.  
 
From 1911 through 2020, 1,284 statewide ballot propositions were on the California ballot. 287 of these 
were citizen-proposed initiatives. Of those, 136, about 47%, passed. The decades with the most ballot 
initiatives were the 1990s and 2000s. The decades with the least were the 1950s and 1960s. The single 
year with the most citizen-proposed  initiatives  was 1990, with 18. (Ballotpedia Editors, Accessed in 
2021)  
 

Starting in 2010, ballot propositions in California were only 
put on the ballot during even-numbered years. Moreover, in 
2011, California lawmakers passed a bill requiring all citizen-
initiated measures—initiatives and veto referendums—to 
appear before voters during the general election in November 
or even-numbered years instead of during primary elections, 
which draw significantly fewer voters. 
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If you don’t like a law the legislature has passed, if people agree with you and 
are willing to work to get it repealed, there’s a process to accomplish this. Veto 
referendums are a type of citizen-initiated ballot measure that asks voters 
whether to uphold or repeal a law passed by the state legislature (or other 
legislative bodies like city councils, etc.). A veto referendum appears on the 
ballot when lawmakers enact a new law and an individual or group who opposes 
the law collects enough signatures within a certain timeframe to place that law 
on a ballot for the votes to either uphold or reject. (Ballotpedia.org Editors, 
Accessed in 2021) 
 
The ballot initiative process is also commonly used at the county and city levels 
of government. There is no ballot initiative process at the national level. 
Adoption of a nationwide federal ballot initiative process would require an amendment to the U.S. 
Constitution. 
 
EXAMPLES OF BALLOT INITIATIVES 
Some examples of ballot initiatives voted on in the November 2020 elections included: 

• Proposition 14 authorized issuance of $5.5 billion in bonds for a state stem cell research 
institute. It passed. 

• Proposition 20 authorized making changes to policies related to criminal sentencing charges, 
prison release, and DNA collection. It failed. 

• Proposition 21 authorized expanding local governments’ power to use rent control. It failed. 

• Proposition 22 authorized the consideration of app-based drivers to be independent contractors 
and enacted several labor policies related toa app-based companies. It passed. 

• Proposition 23 required a physician to be on-site at dialysis clinics and consent from the state for 
a clinic to close. It failed. 

• Proposition 24 expanded the provisions of the California Consumer Privacy Act (CCPA) and 
created the California Privacy Protection Agency to implement and enforce the CCPA. It passed. 

 
 
The take-away from this lesson is that there is a robust system in place for citizens to have a say in the 
laws of our state. It may take a lot of work and a lot of money in some cases, but you don’t need support 
in the legislature to enact a law – you can do it as a citizen. And we’re all responsible, during elections, 
to pay attention to the initiatives proposed by both the legislature and citizens, research enough to 
understand what they’re proposing, and vote for what you believe in. 
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