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Political party activity is a way in which citi-
zens may make their individual voices heard at
all levels of government. The parties select can-
didates, adopt platforms, organize campaigns
and, when successful, provide a source of admin-
istrative appointees. Parties are one of the vehi-
cles through which consensus may be reached on
politics and programs favored by groups of citi-
zens.

Historically, the United States has operated
under a two-party system, although additional
parties have provided candidates. In New York
State, the county is the basic unit of party organ-
ization. The recognized parties are required by
State law to maintain county organizations. Each
County organization has a function in making
party rules to govern its organization.

The Election Law of the State of New York pro-
vides for party organization and procedures for
the designation and nomination of candidates for
party or public office. A political party is defined
as one whose candidate for Governor received at
least 50,000 votes statewide in the previous
gubernatorial election.

At present, there are eight political parties in
the State of New York. Their position on the bal-
lot is determined by the number of votes each
received in the last gubernatorial election. A rec-
ognized party must maintain a year-round
organization and participate in primaries.
However, a primary occurs only when there is a
contest within the party for nomination to party
or public office. Other parties and independent
groups may organize to run one or more candi-
dates in a single election and are often single-
issue parties.

In January 2001, there were 806,281 registered
voters in Suffolk County; 53% female, 47% male.
Party enrollment was as follows:

Republican 319,684
Democratic 229,907
Conservative 20,719
Independence 16,517
Liberal 6,472
Right-to-Life 5,323
Green  924
Working Families       688
Total 600,234

There were 206,047 registered voters who des-
ignated no political party enrollment and are
therefore ineligible to vote in a primary election. 

In a presidential election year, there is usually
an increase in the number of registrants.

ELECTION DISTRICTS
The basic unit through which a political party

functions is the election district. In January 2001,
there were 1,004 election districts in Suffolk
County, as shown in the summary on page 42.
Election districts are established by the Suffolk
County Board of Elections. State law requires
districts to be divided when they reach 1,000 reg-
istered voters. Generally, each major political
party has two committee persons in each district.

COMMITTEE PERSONS
To become a committee member, an individual

must obtain a petition from party headquarters,
have it signed by 5% of the enrolled members of
the party in the election district, and have it
returned to the County Board of Elections. If
unopposed, the candidate automatically
becomes a committee member; if opposed, party
members voting in a primary decide. If a vacan-
cy occurs, the remaining members of the com-
mittee may appoint a committee person to
assume the duties until the next primary. This
procedure is repeated biennially, in odd years for
the Republican Party and in even years for the
Democratic, Independence, Conservative and
Liberal parties. 

There are no Right to Life, Green or Working
Families committee persons at this time. The
duties of a committee person include the circula-
tion of petitions for town, county and state can-
didates; conducting the canvass of the election
district to urge residents to vote for party candi-
dates; membership in the town committee; and
membership in the party’s county committee. 

TOWN COMMITTEES
Town committees consist of all of a party’s

committee persons from the election districts in
each town. Each town elects its own chair, vice-
chair, secretary and treasurer.
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POLITICAL CLUBS
Assisting the town committee may be one or

more political clubs. These groups provide work-
ers for the campaign, contribute funds to the
committee, and keep their members informed on
issues. Factors such as ethnic groups and geo-
graphical location may be influential in forming
clubs. These clubs are granted a charter from the
County Chair with the approval of the town
chairs.

COUNTY COMMITTEES
All committee persons are members of the

party’s County committee. This committee elects
a County Chair and other officers to carry on the
year-round business of the party. A smaller body,
the Executive committee, may handle party poli-
cy and grievance matters, and proposed by-law
changes.

NOMINATION OF CANDIDATES
Party rules and State law outline the manner in

which candidates for public offices in villages,
towns and counties are nominated. Candidates
for Congress, the State Legislature and County-
wide offices are designated by the Executive
Committee and then voted on by the committee
persons at a County convention. Party nomina-
tions for candidates for town office are made at
the party’s town nominating meetings.

To appear on the ballot in the general election,
a candidate may obtain a petition from party
headquarters, or the candidates may make up
their own individual petitions by following the
form in the New York State Election Law, Section
15. It must be signed by enrolled members of the
party and it must be returned to the County
Board of Elections.

The signature requirement is 5% of the then
enrolled voters of the party residing within the
political unit in which the office position is to be
voted. For certain public offices, the number of
signatures need not exceed limits set by New
York State Election Law. The Board of Elections
will verify the number of required signatures. All
petitions must be filed approximately nine weeks
prior to primary day.

New parties or independents may nominate
candidates under special procedures set up by

the New York State Election Law. Each year the
New York State Board of Elections publishes a
political calendar which contains all pertinent
dates.

ELECTIONS
The Board of Elections. The County Board of

Elections has the responsibility for conducting
the primary and general elections. State law
requires that the Board be composed of equal
representation of the two major political parties.

In Suffolk County, there are two
Commissioners, one Republican and one
Democrat, two Deputy Commissioners, one
Republican and one Democrat and two Assistant
Commissioners, one Republican and one
Democrat. Each Commissioner appoints an
inspector for each election district where one vot-
ing machine is present. When two machines are
used in an election district, two inspectors are
appointed by each Commissioner.

Qualifications for Voting in New York State

A voter must be:

• a citizen of the Unites States by birth or
naturalization;

• 18 years of age by Election Day;

• a resident of the state, county, city, town or
village for at least 30 days preceding
Election Day; and

• registered to vote with the Board of
Elections in voter’s county of residence.

Registration

• New York State has supplemented its system
of in-person registration with mail registration
and registration at state agencies, such as the
Motor Vehicle Bureau. Multi-purpose mail regis-
tration forms are available in libraries, post
offices, town and village clerks’ offices, other
State and public offices and from the Board of
Elections (see below for address).

• Individuals may register in person at the
Suffolk County Board of Elections in Yaphank. In
addition, in-person registration may be sched-
uled in Presidential years at local places of regis-
tration. When registering, one may enroll in a
political party.
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Once registered, it is unnecessary to re-register
unless the voter moves or fails to vote in any pri-
mary, general or special election within five con-
secutive years in which two Presidential elec-
tions were held.

• A new registrant must be registered at
least 25 days before the election with cer-
tain exceptions:

• If moving within the County after the last
day of registration, but 10 days prior to
the election, a voter may register at the
Board of Elections in Yaphank;

• If not a resident of the County for 30 days
prior to a Presidential Election, a voter
may get a special presidential ballot by
applying to the Board of Elections.

Party Enrollment Party enrollment entitles a
voter to vote in the party’s primary elections, to
sign designating and nominating petitions, and
to hold party office. However, a voter may exer-
cise these privileges only if enrolled in a party
before the preceding general election. Exceptions
are made for new residents, for those newly eli-
gible to register, and for other special categories.

A voter may enroll in a party or change enroll-
ment at any time at the Board of Elections, or by
mail, or in Presidential years only, at the time of
local registration.

Absentee Voting. Any registered voter who
expects to be absent from the county of residence
at election time, or who cannot appear because of
illness or disability, may request an absentee bal-
lot for a general election, a village election, or a
primary election. Absentee ballot forms are avail-
able from any New York State Board of Elections
office or from the village clerk for village elec-
tions.

Application for an absentee ballot must be
made not later than seven days immediately
prior to the election. Mailed absentee ballots
must be returned postmarked no later than the
day before the election and received by the Board
of Elections no later than seven days after the
election (see below for address of Board of
Elections).

Special Military Ballots. Special Absentee
Ballots are sent to members of the military forces
who file absentee ballot applications requests
with the Board of Elections.

The spouse, parent or child of a member of the
military forces who is qualified to vote and is a
resident of the same election district and is
accompanying the member of the military forces
is accorded the same privilege of registering and
voting as the relative in the military. The Board of
Elections should be contacted for specific infor-
mation (see below for the address of the Board of
Elections).

General Elections. General elections are held
on the first Tuesday after the first Monday in
November to elect national, state, county, and
town officials and to vote on amendments to the
State Constitution or on state, county or town
questions.

Primary Elections. Primaries are held only
when there is a contest within a political party
for nomination as a candidate for public office or
for election to party office. New York State’s pri-
mary is usually held in September. In
Presidential election years, an additional pri-
mary is held usually in the spring to elect dele-
gates to national nominating conventions and to
vote directly for a candidate. Primary dates are
selected by the State Legislature. Only voters
enrolled in a political party may vote in that
party’s primary (see Party Enrollment).

Village Elections. Residents of incorporated
villages elect their mayors, boards of trustees,
and village justices in March or June. Village res-
idents registered with the Suffolk County Board
of Elections are eligible to vote in village elec-
tions. In addition, a special day of registration
may be designated by the villages.

Special District Elections. In fire and water
districts with elected commissioners, elections
are held annually in December. District residents
who are citizens and at least 18 years of age may
vote in these elections. Advance registration is
not required. There is no absentee voting.

School Elections. In New York State, school
district elections for the school district budget
and for election of school board members are
uniformly held on the third Tuesday in May as
provided for the New York State Education Law,
Section 2022 A.

Suffolk County residents who are registered
with the Suffolk County Board of Elections are
eligible to vote in their districts of residence.
Additional registration dates may be set by the
school board for current residents of the district
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FIGURE 9.1 SAMPLE BALLOT
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who qualify, but are not currently registered. The
local school district office of the superintendent
may be contacted for specific information.

Library Elections. Each library district sets its
own dates for voting on the library budget and

library trustees. Residents registered with the
Suffolk County Board of Elections are eligible to
vote in their district’s library elections, which are
generally held in the spring.

SUFFOLK COUNTY BOARD OF ELECTIONS

The Suffolk County Board of Elections administers the New York State
Election Law and other electoral processes in Suffolk County. Since the
New York State Election Law is subject to yearly changes, current infor-
mation about registration, voting, location of polling places, special
enrollments, absentee voting, and qualifications for running for office,
may be obtained by contacting:

The Board of Elections or League of Women Voters
County of Suffolk of Suffolk County
P.O. Box 700 P.O. Box 1440
Yaphank, NY 11980-0700 Stony Brook, NY 11790
Phone: (631 ) 852-4500 Phone: (631) 862-6860

http://www.lwv-
suffolkcounty.org
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Photo by Hal B. Fullerton
Courtesy of Suffolk County Historian Society, Riverhead

Group of Scooters, 1903, Bellport, NY

Iceboating was a popular winter sport on the Great South Bay. In 1874, in Bellport, Captain William R.
Corwin created the “scooter,” a one-man boat with runners that skimmed over the frozen bay to transport
baymen, market gunners and supplies. The ice boats were also used for racing. The village of Bellport
emblem and seal is the ice scooter.


