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A WIN FOR OPEN PRIMARIES IN NEW MEXICO OFFERS 
A ROADMAP FOR REFORM
On April 7, 2025, with the stroke of pen, New Mexico Gov. Michelle Grisham 
enfranchised over 330,000 independent voters by signing a bill for open primaries. 
This 10 year effort, a partnership between local and national leaders, offers a roadmap 
for how to achieve lasting political reform. 

CAMPAIGN’S ORIGIN AND EARLY YEARS
In 2004, there were 120,000 independent voters in New Mexico. A little over 10 years 
later, when the first open primary bill was introduced, that number had more than 
doubled. In 2015, Bob Perls, a former NM state legislator turned independent reform 
activist, launched New Mexico Open Elections to find solutions to what he saw as 
an increasing problem for registered independents in New Mexico; general election 
competition was decreasing at the same time that the number of independent voters 
in the state was exploding. He wanted to educate as many New Mexicans as possible 

around the belief that passing an open primaries bill would ensure all voters access to 
the most important election in New Mexico — the primaries.1 Two months later, Bob 
reached out to Open Primaries SVP Jeremy Gruber for support. It was the beginning of a 
close collaboration between the organizations for over ten years. 

Several different policies were introduced in the legislature over several years, including 
nonpartisan primaries and ranked choice voting; often to virulent opposition. Open 
Primaries’ suggestion to coalesce around a simple policy of letting all voters vote in a 
semi-open primary bill allowed for clear and compelling messaging. It was an important 
step forward in building support from the public and lawmakers alike. That focus on 

1. �In the 2024 general election, 60% of races for NM State 
Legislature were uncontested and only 7% were competitive.
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Independent voters reject policies that require them 
to join a party in order to vote.

policy continued through the winning session when Open Primaries helped refine the 
bill’s language. 

The focus of the messaging from the beginning to the end of the campaign was on 
independent voters. In those early years, independent voters had almost no political 
or cultural profile. As that profile started to grow, open primary bills began passing 
committees in both houses of the legislature but could never make it past the Judiciary 
Committee. The local coalition supporting the effort was small, consisting largely of a 
working relationship with Common Cause New Mexico.

LAWMAKER RESISTANCE
As the pressure increased on lawmakers to act on behalf of independent voters, officials 
began to question whether independents really wanted to vote and how they might 
vote. They regularly questioned the legality of primary reform and a tremendous 
amount of early work was focused on educating them on the legal status of the issue. 
They then looked to enact policies they believed at the time would serve the same 
interests as opening the primaries-like same day voter registration. But these policies 
made little difference in terms of independent voter participation. Subsequent research 
confirms what we confronted early on in New Mexico; independent voters reject 
policies that require them to join a party in order to vote. Lawmakers also adopted 
automatic voter registration in NM, only to find that when given a choice new voters 
were overwhelmingly choosing to register independent. Those efforts helped clarify the 
political need for primary reform.

Open Primaries’ suggestion to coalesce around 
a simple policy of letting all voters vote in a 
semi-open primary bill allowed for clear and 
compelling messaging.

https://www.commoncause.org/new-york/resources/independent-state-of-mind-the-rise-of-new-yorks-unaffiliated-voters/
https://www.commoncause.org/new-york/resources/independent-state-of-mind-the-rise-of-new-yorks-unaffiliated-voters/
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One of the reasons behind the lethargy in the 
legislature was a lack of support from NM Secretary 
of State Maggie Toulouse Oliver, who did not take an 
official position on open primaries for several years. 
As she later recounted after the victory, she wasn’t 
really a supporter. A lot of early work by Bob and Open 
Primaries went into working with her and her staff to 
change that position. She eventually became a vocal 
champion and key supporter.

INCREASING PRESSURE
A prominent foundation in NM, the Thornburg Foundation, began a conversation with 
various actors on how they could support the reform effort. That dialogue resulted 
in an Open Primaries led, and Thornburg funded, litigation plan. Open Primaries had 
been developing new ideas around litigating the open primaries issue and the NM 
State Constitution provided a sound foundation for an action challenging the taxpayer 
funding of the state’s closed primaries. OP partnered with the former NM Attorney 
General Paul Bardacke and election law expert Harry Kresky over a two year span that 
included filing a claim with the NM Supreme Court. The case did not get to a decision 
on the merits, but it did create a forum for keeping the primary reform debate front and 
center with the public and policymakers. 

One of the reasons behind the lethargy in the legislature was a lack of support from NM 
Secretary of State Maggie Toulouse Oliver, who did not take an official position on open 
primaries for several years. As she later recounted after the victory, she wasn’t really a 
supporter. A lot of early work by Bob and Open Primaries went into working with her 
and her staff to change that position. She eventually became a vocal champion and 
key supporter.
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EXPANDING THE CAMPAIGN AND BUILDING 
A WINNING TEAM
By 2021, things began to stall out. Bill sponsors just could not get a floor vote in either 
chamber. A key coalition partner, Common Cause New Mexico, disappeared from the 
issue for several years during a rebuilding. Then, one of the campaign’s many opinion 
pieces caught the eye of a local donor who supplied the funds to hire the first paid 
staff, Executive Director Sila Avcil. With the support of Open Primaries and a part-time 
lobbyist, Sila took the reins and made a serious run at passing open primaries through 
the 2023 legislative session, passing a bill through the Senate and coming within one 
vote of moving to a House floor vote. 

Sila took the reins and made a serious run at passing 
open primaries through the 2023 legislative session, 
passing a bill through the Senate and coming within 
one vote of moving to a House floor vote. 
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That success brought national funding from Unite America, which gave Sila the 
resources to hire a more sophisticated lobbyist in Jon Lipshutz, a locally-based 
communications team (Sunny 505) and support staff in Perry Radford. Avcil established 
a new C4, NM Voters First. NMVF worked to host educational events, build relationships 
with legislators and candidates and build momentum for the 2025 legislative session. 

Additionally, as a C4 organization, NM Voters First endorsed and made campaign 
contributions to candidates that supported semi-open primaries during 2024 elections. 
The survey process for endorsements helped gain attention and start conversations 
with legislators that had not previously engaged through C3 educational activities, 
setting the stage for the legislative session. 

Critically, during this same time, years of relationship-building and education slowly 
built more support for semi-open primaries among Democratic leaders. Speaker 
Martínez and Senate Leader Wirth decided not just to support semi-open primaries, but 
to sponsor and lead the bill through the legislature.

That team also worked to build a far more robust coalition of support. It included 
groups ranging from longtime supporters like Common Cause New Mexico and Open 
Primaries to entirely new supporters like NM Native Vote, Conservation Voters NM, NM 
Asian Family Center, Lutheran Advocacy Ministry-NM, Veterans for All Voters, Veterans 
and Military Families Caucus of the Democratic Party of New Mexico, the League 
of Women Voters, NM Comunidades en Acción y de Fé (NMCAFé), the UNM College 
Democrats, and more. Many of these new relationships were established through 
NMOE’s participation in the New Mexico Civic Engagement Table, which brings together 
over 40 organizations across the state.  

Semi-open primaries could increase voter turnout, Sila Avcil says
Feb 7, 2025

Feb 23, 2023
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THE FINAL PUSH
The staff and coalition that came together worked closely to support each other, but
perhaps the most important thing they all did was support Sila to lead. And boy did she
lead. Her team’s work inside the Roundhouse was far more extensive than it had been in
prior sessions. 

That began even before the winning session began with a day-long retreat and constant 
communications. During this retreat, the coalition members, including our team at 
Open Primaries, got on the same page about strategy, began preparing their vote/whip 
tracker for the bill, and discussed how they would work together during the session. 

One key agreement that OP and coalition leadership stressed was for supporters 
to focus on a single policy, semi-open primaries, so there could be clear messaging 
and buy-in behind advocacy. This phase of preparation also focused on shaping the 
messaging to be used during the legislative session and OP worked with state leaders 
and PR firm Sunny505 to combine ongoing messaging with new messaging to target 
specific demographics which included new polling. PR firm Sunny505 was then able 
to complement Open Primaries’ media work with additional earned and paid media 
including op-eds, digital ads, and a billboard to raise awareness and momentum for 
the bill. 

During the session, Avcil worked as a full-time lobbyist for NM Voters First alongside 
Jon Lipshutz. Together they coordinated coalition activities, including one-on-one 
discussions with legislators and other influencers at the Roundhouse and managed 
coalition partners for public comment during committee hearings. At each opportunity 
for the bill to move, coalition members were strategically chosen and tapped to be 
available and explain their stance on primaries and participation. 

This also meant coordinating bill sponsors and other advocates, such as the Secretary of 
State Maggie Toulouse-Oliver, the SoS’s Director of Legislative Affairs Lindsey Bachman, 
and supporting County Clerks such as Santa Fe County Clerk Katharine Clark. 

Having elections officials available to advocate for and answer questions about the 
implementation of semi-open primaries provided momentum and expert information 
that kept debates focused on meaningful concerns. It was pivotal to have them available 
for questions during bill debates in committees and on the Senate and House floors. 

The campaign for open primaries in New Mexico is a case study in how to build and
sustain a campaign that connects with ordinary voters and policymakers alike. Several
key lessons can be learned from its success.



8

KEY LESSONS LEARNED

Build a Foundation

The effort in New Mexico did not begin with a sophisticated plan or extensive metrics. 
The goal was simple: organize and educate as many New Mexicans as possible around 
the belief that passing an open primaries bill would ensure all voters access to the most 
important election in New Mexico — the primaries. 

Several open primary bills were introduced over multiple sessions by NM Open 
Elections and there were countless conversations with legislators. Much work went 
into organizing partisan and independent voters alike to volunteer and speak out and to 
build a strong media presence. That this effort was organic from the start, led by local 
activists and supported by national experts without substantial resources, built trust 
among the public and ensured that the winning campaign was neither controversial 
nor misunderstood.

Offer a Policy That Connects with Voters and Lawmakers

Several different policies were introduced in the legislature over several years. 
Coalescing around a simple policy of letting all voters vote in a semi-open primary bill 
allowed for clear and compelling messaging. That kept the focus on independent voters 
and their lack of voting rights, which was critical to building connections with the 
public and policymakers. It also ensured that the legislative language was legally sound; 
protected from political challenge during the session and legal challenge after the bill 
was enacted.

The effort in New Mexico did not begin with a 
sophisticated plan or extensive metrics. 
					     . . . 
That this effort was organic from the start, led by 
local activists and supported by national experts 
without substantial resources, built trust among the 
public and ensured that the winning campaign was 
neither controversial nor misunderstood.
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Litigation Can Support Reform Campaigns

Litigation was an important early tool in building awareness, when bills on their 
own were not receiving much attention. It served three critical goals. First, it forced 
attention on the problem of closed primaries itself rather than the solution. That helped 
build public understanding. Second, it put pressure on the legislature to act, resulting in 
a bill for same day voter registration being signed into law and bills for open primaries 
starting to receive more attention in committee as well. And third, it garnered local and 
national media attention that ensured the conversation never disappeared from the 
public eye.

November 14, 2018

11/14/2018

Litigation was an important early tool in building 
awareness, when bills on their own were not receiving 
much attention.
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Develop Local Leadership

Before the hiring of professional local leadership, the campaign was beginning to lose 
momentum after multiple legislative sessions reached the same conclusion. With the 
hiring of Sila Avcil, the campaign flourished. Sila and her team took the reins and made a 
serious run at passing open primaries through the 2023 legislative session. She was able 
to build on that experience and develop a winning strategy for the 2025 legislative session.

Build Sufficient Funding Resources

Several attempts over the years were made to secure substantial local and national 
funding. Two events allowed that to eventually come to pass. First, Open Primaries 
passed the first open primary bill through the Maine state legislature in 2022, 
demonstrating that it was possible to pass this reform through a state legislature. Then, 
Sila and her coalition came within one vote of showing it could be done in New Mexico. 
Serious funding helped surround Sila with the support and expertise she needed to 
be successful.

The Right Legislative Champions

Initial open primary bill sponsors did a 
tremendous job educating lawmakers, and 
much of the early progress couldn’t have 
been made without former Representatives 
Moe Maestas, Stephanie Garcia Richards 
and Jim Dines. To pass open primaries, 
though, we needed a team positioned 
to organize broader support within the 
statehouse. Not enough credit can go to 
Senator Natalie Figueroa, who, as lead 
sponsor in the winning session, was 
an outspoken advocate for the bill and 
expertly navigated every debate. One of 
the major developments in the winning 
session was having a powerful team of 
sponsors in Sen Figueroa, Sen Wirth, 
Rep. Cates, Rep. Parajón and Rep. Rubio 
plus the support of the leaders of both 
chambers, Rep. Javier Martinez and Sen. Mimi Stewart. Representative Cristina Parajón, 
the youngest woman ever elected to the legislature in NM was a deft choice to publicly 
champion the bill on the House floor. Key legislative supporters, including Rep. Kathleen 
Cates and Senator Crystal Brantley worked to build support on both sides of the aisle.
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Organizing Independent Voters to Be the Face of the Campaign

Every campaign needs compelling messengers, but legislative campaigns in particular
need compelling constituents. Open Primaries’ NM campaign put independents center 
stage. Our video project captured dozens of NM independent voters on camera and 
broadcast them across the state. Independent voters from diverse communities sent 
letters, postcards and emails to their legislators and made scores of phone calls as 
the bill was heard in committees and on the floor of both chambers. They authored 
letters to the editor, and statewide opinion pieces. They told their stories of why they 

Not enough credit can go to Senator Natalie Figueroa, 
who, as lead sponsor in the winning session, was an 
outspoken advocate for the bill and expertly navigated 
every debate.

By Rodzaiah Curtis      Monday, Mar 10, 2025

By Tania Triolo
March 13, 2025
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are independent and why SB16 is important, and those stories were broadcast across 
social media. Independents submitted written testimony and attended meetings with 
legislators, and spoke at events. The outspokenness of independent voters presented 
lawmakers with a clear problem that needed to be solved.

Every campaign needs compelling messengers, but 
legislative campaigns in particular need compelling 
constituents. Open Primaries’ NM campaign put 
independents center stage.

The Winning Coalition

The coalition that came together to pass open primaries was deep and broad. Everybody 
from funders to support staff to coalition partners did everything they could to 
support the effort. Open Primaries offered legal support, and organized hundreds 
of independents to speak out in the media, online, and at hearings. New Mexico 
Native Vote organized compelling messaging and testimony focused on the degree 
of independence of young Native Americans and activated Native members of the 
legislature; all of which were key drivers of committee votes. Several groups helped out-
organize opposition from both parties and their allies. But perhaps the most important 
thing they all did was support Sila and her team to lead. 
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CONCLUSION
There’s still a lot of work to do in New Mexico to educate independent voters on their 
newfound rights. Reform demands ongoing work to develop understanding and support. 
And that work can’t be left to pre-existing partisan institutions and actors, but must 
continue through building the kind of trust and relationships with independent voters 
that were hallmarks of this campaign. All that is now possible, because we didn’t just 
win. We won well. This was a campaign led by New Mexicans for New Mexicans with a 
healthy dose of expertise and support from national leaders. 

That’s the winning combination for lasting reform.

New Mexico Native Vote organized perhaps the most 
effective messaging the Native American community 
has ever done on the primary reform issue.

Special thanks to: Allan Oliver and the Thornburg Foundation, Carmen Lopez, Heather Ferguson, Maria Perez, Fred Nathan, 
Rachel Kleinfeld, Ed Hollington, Jarratt Applewhite, Rock Tope, Judith Candelaria, Mike Michalski, Cesar Marquez, Louis 
Hinman and The Boards of Directors of New Mexico Open Elections and NM Voters First.
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