
2021 State Constitutional 
Amendments 

INTRODUCTION
New York State is relatively 
unique compared to other states 
in that citizens do not have the 
power to initiate statewide  
referendums—a common practice 
in states like California.

In New York, the State Legislature 
has this authority and can refer 
statewide legislation as ballot 
measures so long as they are 
constitutional amendments and 
bond issues.

Constitutional amendments 
require a majority vote in each 
chamber during two successive 
legislative sessions but do not 
require the governor’s signature. 
From there they are referred to 
the ballot for voter consideration 
via referendum.

In 2020 and 2021, the State  
Legislature passed 6 bills to 
amend the New York State  
Constitution. This November, five 
of these proposed amendments 
will appear on the ballot. These 
ballot initiatives include propos-
als to address redistricting, the 
environment, voter registration, 
absentee voting, and the  
judiciary within the City of New 
York. If they’re approved, they’ll 
go into effect on January 1st, 
2022.
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PROPOSAL 1
Amending the Apportionment and Redistricting 
Process
This proposed constitutional amendment would freeze the number of state senators 
at 63, amend the process for the counting of the state’s population, delete certain 
provisions that violate the United States Constitution, repeal and amend certain 
requirements for the appointment of the co-executive directors of the redistricting 
commission and amend the manner of drawing district lines for congressional and 
state legislative offices. Shall the proposed amendment be approved?

This proposal contains many amendments to our current apportionment and 
redistricting process. First, this would cap the number of state senators at 63 
to avoid creating new districts to tip the partisan balance. For the purposes of 
redistricting, counties will be required to count incarcerated people at the  
address where they lived before going to jail or prison, not where they are  
being detained. State law already includes a ban on prison gerrymandering 
for state level political districts, and this proposal would include it in the  
constitution for Congressional redistricting, as well.

Under our current law, when there is a one-party majority in the legislature, a 
two-thirds majority is required in each house to approve new electoral maps. 

Under this proposal, they will only require a simple majority. The Indepen-
dent Redistricting Commission (IRC) will remain a part of the map-making 
process, however, the IRC will no longer need bipartisan executive directors. 
Instead, the IRC will appoint two co-executive directors by a majority  
commission vote. There will also be a new date for the Commission to submit 
their maps by two weeks, from January 15th to January 1st. If the legislature 
rejects the first plan, the Commission would then have to submit another draft 
by January 15th instead of the current deadline of February 28th, 2022.

PROPOSAL 2
Right to Clean Air, Clean Water, and a Healthful 
Environment
The proposed amendment to Article I of the New York Constitution would establish 
the right of each person to clean air and water and a healthful environment. Shall the 
proposed amendment be approved?

This proposal will add a right to clean water, clean air, and a healthful  
environment to the New York Constitution’s Bill of Rights. Communities that 
are more prone to health issues such as asthma will highly benefit from this, 
but so will communities around New York who aren’t sure if their tap water is 
safe to drink. This proposal will cause all levels of government to screen their 
decision-making to ensure they aren’t violating the right to breathe clean air 
and drink clean water.



PROPOSAL 3
Eliminating Ten-Day-Advance 
Voter Registration Requirement
The proposed amendment would delete the current 
requirement in Article II, § 5 that a citizen be registered 
to vote at least ten days before an election and would 
allow the Legislature to enact laws permitting a citizen 
to register to vote less than ten days before the election. 
Shall the proposed amendment be approved?

Proposal 3 removes a current constitutional rule that 
you must register to vote at least ten days before 
an election in New York. If adopted, the   
Legislature will be authorized to enact laws   
permitting a citizen to register to vote within ten 
days of an election, including same-day voter 
registration.

PROPOSAL 4
Authorizing No-Excuse Absentee 
Ballot Voting
The proposed amendment would delete from the current 
provision on absentee ballots the requirement that an 
absentee voter must be unable to appear at the polls by 
reason of absence from the county or illness or physical 
disability. Shall the proposed amendment be approved?

Like proposal 3, this is aimed at expanding voting 
access. In 2020, at the height of the COVID-19  
pandemic, the state Legislature passed a   
temporary law allowing New Yorkers to request 
absentee ballots for the general election. This   
allowed for a “no-excuse requirement” for voters 
who requested a ballot if they were concerned 
about contracting the virus. Due to this action, 
absentee votes were cast five times as much then in 
previous elections. 

This amendment aims to continue that provision by 
removing the current absentee voting restrictions 
and allowing New Yorkers to get absentee ballots 
without providing a specific reason.

New York State is among a minority of states that 
have absentee voting restrictions. Thirty-four states 
and Washington, D.C. do not require an excuse 
from voters who wish to vote absentee or by mail.  
Colorado, Hawaii, Oregon, Utah, and Washington 
conduct elections entirely by mail, so voters do not 
need to request a ballot and automatically receive 
one.

PROPOSAL 5
Increasing the Jurisdiction of the 
New York City Civil Court
The proposed amendment would increase the New York City 
Civil Court’s jurisdiction by allowing it to hear and decide 
claims for up to $50,000 instead of the current jurisdictional 
limit of $25,000. Shall the proposed amendment be  
approved?

Proposal 5 is New York City focused. This proposal 
seeks to change the state constitution’s monetary limit 
on city civil court claims. Currently, in New York City’s 
Civil Court, only cases involving claims worth $25,000 
or less may be heard. Proposal 5 would increase that 
limit to $50,000.

This proposal arose from the need to reduce the  
caseload in the court system, especially State Supreme 
Court, which currently takes on any cases involving 
claims over $25,000.

CONCLUSION
Between 1985 and 2020, a total of 50 ballot measures 
appeared on statewide ballots. Voters approved 74 per-
cent, or 37/50 of these statewide ballot measures.

We encourage all county leaders to review the  
proposals and inform their constituency. These  
proposals address important issues that will or will 
not change our state constitution. The full text of all 
five ballot proposals is available here: elections.ny.gov
/2021BallotProposals.html.
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