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Changes Recall Election Process for Statewide Officers 

PROP 05 Purpose 
Proposition 5 is a legislatively proposed constitutional amendment that would change Cali-
fornia’s recall system by eliminating the simultaneous election of a successor during a recall 
election and authorizing the lieutenant governor to fill a recalled governor’s vacancy until a 
successor is chosen.1 
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Background 
In a special election in 1911, Californians approved a state constitutional 
amendment creating a recall (removal) process for state elected officials, 
including statewide officers and state legislators.2 Under this system, if 
Californians are dissatisfied with an elected state official, they can circulate 
a recall petition. If the petition receives enough signatures, a special recall 
election is triggered. During the recall election, two questions appear on the 
ballot.3 The first asks whether the elected official should be recalled from 
office and the second asks who should replace the official if recalled. The first 
question is answered yes or no, with a simple majority required to recall the 
official. The second question asks the voter to choose from a list of registered 
candidates.4 If the official is recalled, the person who receives the most votes 
to succeed that official, even if less than a majority, immediately assumes the 
office.5 An officeholder targeted for possible recall (first question) cannot also 
be a candidate for the office (second question).6 

Since 1913, 182 state recalls have been attempted in California, with only 11 
qualifying for the ballot and six succeeding. The successful recalls included 
three state senators, two assembly members, and one governor.7  

Only two gubernatorial recall petitions have qualified for the ballot in 
California. The first targeted Democratic Governor Gray Davis. In 2002,  
Davis won his second term as governor by only a plurality, capturing 47.3% 
of the roughly 8 million votes cast.8 In 2003, a recall petition qualified for the 
ballot.9 Governor Davis was recalled with 4.9 million Californians (55.4%) 
voting against him. Among the more than 100 candidates who received votes 
to succeed Davis, Republican Arnold Schwarzenegger came in first with 
48.6% of the vote, thereby becoming the state’s governor.10 

In 2021, due in part to Republicans’ opposition to Governor Gavin Newsom’s 
handling of the Covid-19 pandemic, a petition to recall the governor received 
a sufficient number of signatures to qualify for the ballot.11 However, that 
September, the recall attempt failed as 61.9% of voters voted no.12 In the 
succession election, 42.7% of voters left the question blank, as Governor 
Newsom had encouraged his supporters to do.13 The Secretary of State 
estimated that this recall election cost the state a total of $275 million.14 
Beginning in October 2021, the California Assembly Elections Committee 
and Senate Elections and Constitutional Amendments Committee held joint 
hearings to review California’s recall process.15 Senator Josh Newman, who 
was recalled in 2018 and won his seat back in 2020, authored the proposed 
Senate Constitutional Amendment (SCA-1) in 2023. It passed the legislature 
in 2024 for submission to the voters for approval or disapproval.16  

Proposal 
Prop. 5 would remove the choice of successors (the 
second question) from the recall ballot. If an elected 
state official, including state legislator, is recalled, that 
office would be filled based on the same constitutional 
provisions that govern vacancies that result from 
death or resignation. In the specific instance of a 
governor being recalled, the lieutenant governor would 
serve as governor for the balance of the term. The only 
exception is that if the governor is recalled during the 
first two years of the term, a special election would 
occur during the statewide primary. If no candidate 
wins a majority in the state primary, the top two 
candidates would advance to the next general election. 

This constitutional amendment would put the 
California Secretary of State in charge of administering 
a governor’s recall, and the state controller in charge 
of administering the recall election for a secretary 
of state. If both the governor and secretary of state 
were recalled in the same election, the state controller 
would administer both elections. Recalled officials 
would be allowed to run for the office from which they 
were removed but could not be appointed to fill the 
vacancy in that office.17 

Fiscal Impact 
According to the California Legislative Analyst’s Office 
(LAO), the net fiscal effects of this proposition are 
unknown. Millions of dollars may be saved or spent 
depending on future recall attempts and legislative 
decisions. Without the successor election, ballots 
would contain less printed information, saving the 
state money. On the other hand, with the elimination 
of the successor election as part of the recall, the 
administration of special elections may increase costs 
to the state.18  
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Supporters of Proposition 5 Include:19 

• Former State Senator Josh Newman (D-29) (author) 

• State Assemblymember Isaac Bryan (D-25) 

• Lieutenant Governor Eleni Kounalakis (D) 

• California Democratic Party 

• League of Women Voters 

• California Common Cause 

As of September 19, there are no recorded contributions in 
favor of Proposition 5. 

Arguments for Proposition 5 

Supporters argue Proposition 5 would:20 

• Eliminate the system in which an officeholder can be 
recalled by a small majority and then replaced by someone 
who received less than 50% of the vote.  According to the 
League of Women Voters of California, “this encourages 
political actors to target officials they couldn’t defeat in 
a regular election and to install replacements who lack 
broad public support.” 

• Make the gubernatorial succession process more demo-
cratic by having the lieutenant governor, who is elected by 
the people of California, fill the vacant office rather than 
someone elected at the same time as the recall vote, who 
may have received a small fraction of all votes cast.  

• Save the state money by discouraging fruitless recall 
elections, such as the failed effort to recall Governor Gavin 
Newsom in 2021, which cost the taxpayers $275 million. 

SUPPORT FOR PROPOSITION 5 

Opponents of Proposition 5 Include: 

• California Republican Party 

• Senate Minority Leader Brian W. Jones (R-40)21 

• Assemblymember Joe Paterson (R-5)22 

• Election Integrity Project California, Inc.23 

• Reform California24 

As of September 19, there are no recorded contributions in 
opposition to Proposition 5. 

Arguments Against Proposition 525 

Opponents argue Proposition 5 would: 

• Take power away from the people by preventing them from 
replacing an officeholder with someone they prefer at the 
time they recall the incumbent. 

• Give more power to Sacramento politicians by allowing 
them to decide who would replace recalled officials, rather 
than allowing the people to decide. 

• Allow “failed politicians” removed from office by the people 
to run in the separate election to fill the vacancy. 

• Undermine the democratic principle that the people should 
choose their own leaders. 

• Change a system that is fine as it is. “If it ain’t broke, don’t 
fix it.” 

• Prevent change by replacing an unacceptable governor with 
the lieutenant governor, who very likely will be of the same 
political party and ideological disposition as the governor. 

• Increase costs by requiring separate special elections to fill 
a vacancy. 

OPPOSITION TO PROPOSITION 5 

A YES vote for Prop. 5 would amend the California State 
Constitution to remove a successor election from the same 
ballot as a recall election, allowing for vacancies caused by 
recalls to be filled in the same way as vacancies caused by 
death or resignation. Specifically, if a governor was recalled, the 
lieutenant governor would serve the rest of the governor’s term 
unless the recall occurred during the first two years of the term, 
in which case a special election for governor would take place 
during the statewide primary. 

A NO vote for Prop. 5 would maintain the state’s current 
recall system with the succession election on the same ballot 
as a recall election. If a governor was recalled, the lieutenant 
governor would not take over as governor. 

A YES VOTE ON PROPOSITION 5 A NO VOTE ON PROPOSITION 5 
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