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When and How  
to Call an Election 

 

 
 

A Guide for Jurisdictions that Call Elections 

Prepared by 
Santa Cruz County Elections Department 

701 Ocean St., Room 310 
Santa Cruz, CA  95060 

831-454-2060 (voice) / 831-454-2445 (FAX) 
www.votescount.us / info@votescount.us  

Updated: June 2020 

 
The department developed this guide to provide answers to questions frequently asked 
the Santa Cruz County Elections Department concerning when and how to call an 
election.  It is for general information only and does not have the force and effect of law, 
regulation or rule.  In case of conflict, the law, regulation or rule will apply.  Persons using 
this guide must bear full responsibility to make their own determinations as to all legal 
standards and duties.  For information on city elections, please contact your City Clerk. 

http://www.votescount.us/
mailto:info@votescount.us
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Important Code Sections to Know: 
Established Election Dates (Elections Code §1000) 

The established election dates in each year are as follows: 
(a) The first Tuesday after the first Monday in March of each year. 
(b) The second Tuesday of April in each even-numbered year. 
(c) The first Tuesday after the first Monday in November of each year. 

Statewide Election Dates (Elections Code §1001) 

Elections held in March and November of each even-numbered year are statewide elections and the 
dates of those elections are statewide election dates. 

Date of State, County, City, District and School Elections (Elections Code §1002) 

Except as provided in Section 1003, notwithstanding any other provisions of law, all state, county, city, 
district, and school district elections shall be held on an established election date. 

Exceptions to the Above (Elections Code §1003) 

This chapter shall not apply to the following: 

(a) Any special election called by the Governor. 

(b) Elections held in chartered cities or chartered counties in which the charter provisions are 
inconsistent with this chapter. 

(c) School governing board elections consolidated pursuant to Section 1302.2 or initiated by 
petition pursuant to Section 5091 of the Education Code. 

(d) Elections of any kind required or permitted to be held by a school district located in a chartered 
city or county when the election is consolidated with a regular city or county election held in a 
jurisdiction that includes 95 percent or more of the school district's population. 

(e) County, municipal, district, and school district initiative, referendum, or recall elections. 

(f) Any election conducted solely by mailed ballot pursuant to Division 4 (commencing with Section 
4000). 

(g) Elections held pursuant to Article 1 (commencing with Section 15100) of Chapter 1, or pursuant 
to Article 4 (commencing with Section 15340) of Chapter 2 of, Part 10 of the Education Code. 

Tuesday Elections (Elections Code §1100) 

No election shall be held on any day other than a Tuesday, nor shall any election be held on the day 
before, the day of, or the day after, a state holiday. 
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In Other Words… 
 
Local jurisdictions have regular election dates established by the jurisdiction as to when their elected 
officials are on the ballot.  In Santa Cruz County, we have the following scheduled elections: 
 

Jurisdiction Election Type Election Year 

President Primary & General 2020, 2024, 2028 

Governor, State Offices Primary & General 2022, 2026, 2030 

County Department Heads Primary & General run-off if needed 2022, 2026, 2030 

3rd and 4th District Supervisors Primary & General run-off if needed 2022, 2026, 2030 

1st, 2nd, and 5th Dist. Supervisors Primary & General run-off if needed 2020, 2024, 2028 

Cities General only even-numbered years 

Schools General only even-numbered years 

Most Special Districts General only even-numbered years 

San Benito County Board of 
Education, Trustee Area 2 

Primary 2020, 2024, 2028 

Alba Park, Parkway and Recreation,  

Opal Cliffs Recreation, Salsipuedes 
Sanitary,  

Place de Mer Geologic Hazard 
Abatement  

Depot Hill Geologic Hazard 
Abatement  

General odd-numbered years 

 
 
Jurisdictions that are authorized to call for a special election, either to fill a vacancy or propose a 
measure to voters, may do so on either their regularly scheduled election date listed above or on any of 
the other established elections listed in Elections Code §1000.  
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To call an election on any other Tuesday, the jurisdiction must meet specific criteria. 
 
Elections held on a date other than an established Election Date must be One of the Following: 

• Governor calls a Special: Special elections called by the Governor. 

HOWEVER, Article IV Sect 8(c)(3) allows the Legislature to enact statutes calling elections. 

• Charters: Elections called by chartered counties or cities where the charter provisions provide for 
other election dates. 

Any kind of school district election may also be consolidated with these elections if 95 percent or 
more of the school district population is contained within the chartered city or county. Elections 
Code Section 1302.2 reiterates the ability of a school or community college district that shares 
territory with a charter city to consolidate its governing board election with that charter city’s 
election. The section further allows all component districts of a high school or community college 
district to consolidate as well. This section makes no reference to the percentage of school 
territory the city must contain in order to have such a consolidation like Section 1003(d) requires 
– it simply calls for inclusion of “territory that is in part the same as the chartered city.” 

• Petition Calling for Election of School Trustee: School governing board elections where a 
provisional appointment has been made and a petition is circulated with a sufficient number of 
signatures calling for a special election to be held are not required to be held on established 
election dates.  The Superintendent of Schools is required to call an election no later than the 
120th day after the determination of a sufficient petition.   
 

However, if a regular election date, as defined in Section 1000 of the Elections Code, occurs 
between the 120th day and the 150th day following the determination, the county 
Superintendent of Schools may call the special election to be conducted on the regular election 
date. 

• Initiative, Referendum & Recall: Elections held as a result of an initiative, referendum, or recall 
for any jurisdiction where the additional threshold of valid signatures were collected can force 
the question to an election date other than an established election date. 

• All Mail Ballot: Any election conducted solely by mailed ballot. 
Refer to the Mail Ballot Elections section below. 

• School Bonds – 2/3 vote1: The school governing body or 
initiative petition can place a 2/3 vote school bond question on 
a ballot on any Tuesday. Such an election may not be held 
within 45 days before a statewide election or within 45 days 
after a statewide election unless conducted at the same time as 
the statewide election or on an established polling place or mail 
ballot election date pursuant to Section 1000 and 1500 of the 
Elections Code. (Ed. Code §15100, 15340, 15101) 

 
1 Proposition 39 passed by voters in November 2000 authorized voters to pass certain school bond measures with 55% of the 
vote. Education Code §15266 was subsequently added by the Legislature (Ch. 44, 2000, AB 1908)  to clarify that such 
elections would only be held on a regularly scheduled local or statewide election – NOT on any Tuesday. 
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Mail Ballot Elections 

Some elections conducted by all mail ballot are also exempt from calling elections on the established 
election dates.  
 
Established Mailed Ballot Election Dates (Elections Code §1500) 

The established mailed ballot election dates are as follows: 

(a) The first Tuesday after the first Monday in May of each year. 

(b) The last Tuesday in August of each year. 

Conditions for conducting all-mail ballot election (Elections Code §4000) 

A local, special, or consolidated election may be conducted wholly by mail 
provided that all of the following conditions apply: 

(a) The governing body of the local agency authorizes the use of mailed ballots for the election. 

(b) The election is held on an established mailed ballot election date pursuant to Section 1500 

(c) The election is one of the following: 

(1) An election in which no more than 1,000 registered voters are eligible to participate. 

(2) An election on a measure or measures restricted to (A) the imposition of special taxes, or (B) 
expenditure limitation overrides, or (C) both (A) and (B), in a city, county, or special district 
with 5,000 or less registered voters calculated as of the time of the last report of registration 
by the county elections official to the Secretary of State. 

(3) An election on the issuance of a general obligation water bond in accordance with Section 
12944.5 of the Water Code.  

(4) An election of the Directors of the Monterey Peninsula Water Management District as 
authorized in Section 122 [should be 221] of Chapter 527 of the Statutes of 1977, known as 
the Monterey Peninsula Water Management District Law. 

(5) An election of the Aliso Water Management Agency, or its affected member agencies, 
pursuant to Sections 13416 and 13417 of the Water Code. 

(6) An election of the San Jacinto Mountain Area Water Study Agency pursuant to Sections 
13416 and 13417 of the Water Code.  

(7) An election of the San Lorenzo Valley Water District pursuant to Sections 13416 and 13417 of 
the Water Code.  

(8) An election or assessment ballot proceeding required or authorized by Article XIIIC or XIIID of 
the California Constitution. However, when an assessment ballot proceeding is conducted by 
mail pursuant to this section, the following rules shall apply: 

(A) The proceeding shall be denominated an "assessment ballot proceeding" rather than an 
election. 

(B) Ballots shall be denominated "assessment ballots." 
 
In Other Words… 

Some specific districts have obtained an exemption in the Elections Code from holding specific types of 
elections on established election dates, as long as it is done by all-mail ballot: 
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• Monterey Peninsula Water Management District for an election of Directors. 

The following districts are exempt from the established election dates when holding an all mail ballot 
election to enter into a contract with the state board for a construction loan: 

• Aliso Water Management Agency 

• San Jacinto Mountain Area Water Study Agency 

• San Lorenzo Valley Water District 

All other jurisdictions that want to hold an election on a date other than the established election dates, 
must do so by all-mail ballot AND meet one of the following criteria: 

• Have no more than 1,000 registered voters.  

HOWEVER, Elections Code §4108 allows a “district,” regardless of the number of 
registered voters, to conduct an election by all-mail on an established mail ballot election 
date (found in Section 1500), or on any other date other than an established election 
date. This section was moved from the UDEL section and is intended to apply only to 
special districts; however, mail ballot elections have been called for school districts under 
this section. 

• The election is called by a city, county or special district (schools are not listed) with 5,000 
registered voters or less and the election is for a measure to impose a special tax or a Gann Limit2 
override or both; 

• The election is for a general obligation water bond to fund acquisition and construction of works 
and facilities to enable the local public agency or improvement district to utilize the water supply 
secured by contract with the state;  

• The election is for a special tax under Article XIIIC or XIII D of the CA. Const. This includes all 
parcel tax elections regardless of the size or type of jurisdiction. 

• The election is for a general tax pursuant to Proposition 218 (see page 8).  The Constitution 
requires the election be consolidated with a regularly scheduled general election for members of 
the governing body of the local government, except in cases of emergency declared by a 
unanimous vote of the governing body; or 

• The measure is an assessment ballot proceeding held pursuant to Proposition 218 (see page 8). 
 
 

 
2 The Gann Limit, passed by voters as Proposition 4 in November 1979 created Article XIIIB of the state Constitution.  It 
restricts governmental spending by setting an annual appropriations (i.e., expenditures) limit for governmental agencies The 
California Constitution authorizes voters by majority vote to change this appropriations limit for a maximum period of four 
years at a time.  Unless the voters do so, the appropriations limit will be based on an earlier year’s limit, adjusted for changes 
in the cost of living and population. 
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“Small Cities” or “Eligible Entity” mailed ballot election (Elections Code §4004) 

(a) "Small city" means a city with a population of 100,000 or less, as determined by the annual city 
total population rankings by the Demographic Research Unit of the Department of Finance. 

(b) "Eligible entity" means a school district or a special district. 
(c) Notwithstanding Sections 1500 and 4000, an election in a small city or an eligible entity may be 

conducted wholly as an all-mail ballot election, subject to the following conditions: 
(1) The legislative body of the small city or the governing body of the eligible entity, by 

resolution, authorizes the use of mailed ballots for the election. 
(2) The election is a special election to fill a vacancy in the legislative body or governing body. 
(3) The election is not held on the same date as a statewide primary or general election. 
(4) The election is not consolidated with any other election. 
(5) The return of voted mail ballots is subject to Section 3017. 

 

Exception for Special Districts to Conduct Any Election by All Mail Ballot 

Elections Code §4002 states: “Notwithstanding Section 4000, a special district may conduct its elections 
by mail in accordance with Sections 1500, 4104, 4105, and 4108.” 

And, Elections Code §4108 states:  “Notwithstanding any other provisions of law and regardless of the 
number of eligible voters within its boundaries a district may, by resolution of its governing board, 
conduct any election by all-mailed ballots pursuant to Division 4 (commencing with Section 4000). 

An election conducted pursuant to this section shall be held on a date prescribed in Section 1500 or on 
any other date other than an established election date.” 
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______________________ 
 
Which Local Revenues are Affected by Proposition 218? 
 

Affected Not Directly Affected 

Taxes 

Requires majority voter approval for new or 
increased general taxes. Any general tax imposed, 
extended or increased without voter approval in 
1995 and 1996 must have been brought before the 
voters by Nov. 6, 1998. Such taxes include: Utility 
Taxes, Hotel and Transient Occupancy Taxes, Parks 
and Recreation Taxes. 

Taxes for a specific purpose are considered 
“special taxes” even if deposited into the general 
fund. Requires 2/3 vote. 

Property Taxes 
Bradley-Burns sales taxes 
Vehicle License Fees 
Mello-Roos Taxes 
Timber Taxes 

Assessments 

All new or increased assessments.  
Some existing assessments 

Most existing assessments 

Fees 

Property-related fees. (Fees imposed as an 
“incident of property ownership.”) 

Fees that are NOT property-related.  
Gas and Electric fees.  
Developer fees. 
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Established Election Dates 

  2020 2021 2022 2023 

 First Tuesday after First Monday in March of each year Polling Place 3/3/2020 3/2/2021 3/8/2022 3/7/2023 

  E-88 Deadline   12/6/2019 12/11/2020 12/10/2021 12/9/2022 

 Second Tuesday in April even years Polling Place 4/14/2020 
NA 

4/12/2022 
NA 

  E-88 Deadline   1/17/2020 1/21/2022 

 First Tuesday after First Monday in May each year *Mail Ballot 5/5/2020 5/4/2021 5/3/2022 5/2/2023 

  E-88 Deadline   2/7/2020 2/5/2021 2/4/2022 2/3/2023 

 Last Tuesday in August each year *Mail Ballot 8/25/2020 8/31/2021 8/30/2022 8/29/2023 

  E-88 Deadline   5/29/2020 5/28/2021 5/27/2022 5/26/2023 

 First Tuesday after First Monday in November each year Polling Place 11/3/2020 11/2/2021 11/8/2022 11/7/2023 

  E-88 Deadline   8/7/2020 8/13/2021 8/12/2022 8/11/2023 

Established Polling Place Election Dates do not apply to: Special elections called by the Governor; elections held in charter cities where the charter specifies a different date; 
school board elections initiated by petition; school district elections which overlap a charter city by 95% population and city is holding election; Initiatives, Referendums or 
Recalls; Mailed Ballot Elections; 2/3's vote school district bond elections. Elections Code Section 1000 et. seq. 

Established Mailed Ballot Election Dates are restricted to: A jurisdiction of fewer than 1,000 registered voters; imposition of special taxes or expenditure limit overrides or both 
in a jurisdiction of fewer than 5,000 registered voters; a general obligation water bond; Monterey County Water elections; Aliso Water elections; San Jacinto Water elections; 
San Lorenzo Water elections; elections or assessment ballot proceedings required or authorized by Article XIII C or XIII D of the CA Const. (includes all parcel tax elections 
regardless of the size or type of jurisdiction). Elections Code Section 4000.  Section 707 was added to the City of Santa Cruz Charter in November 2004 to allow the City Council, by 
resolution, to authorize any municipal election, other than on a date of a regular statewide primary or statewide general election, to be conducted by mail, in accordance with the mail 
ballot election procedures set forth in the Elections Code. 

* Must meet criteria set forth in Elections Code Section 4000 (see above). 

Miscellaneous provisions regarding when elections may be held: Elections must be held on Tuesdays and may not be the day before, the day of, or the day after a state holiday; 
2/3's vote school bond elections may be called for any Tuesday that does not fall with 45 days on either side of a statewide election (unless it is an established polling place or mail 
ballot election date); 55% school bond elections must be held on primary, general or special statewide election, or regular school board election date for jurisdiction.  Just as a rule of 
thumb, polling place elections should not be held on mailed ballot election dates and vice versa.  Currently Special Districts may hold mailed ballot elections on any Tuesday other 
than an established polling place election date.  Cities with a population of less than 100,000 and school and special districts may hold special vacancy elections by all mailed ballot on 
any Tuesday other than a statewide primary or general election providing the special vacancy mailed ballot election is not consolidated with any other election. 


