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Constitutional Conventions in Rhode Island 

 
This RIPEC “Comments on Your Government” brief presents information on constitutional 

conventions in Rhode Island with a focus on the upcoming November 2014 ballot referenda 

question.  It discusses background information on the implementation of constitutional 

conventions, and provides issues that voters may consider as they prepare to vote. 

Introduction 

On November 4
th

, 2014, voters will be asked 

to vote on seven referenda questions. As 

outlined in an earlier RIPEC publication, 

four of these referenda questions (questions 

4-7) relate to the long-term borrowing of the 

state. Questions 1-2 on the ballot relate to 

state constitutional approval for gaming at 

Newport Grand, including an amendment to 

the Constitution. Question 3, however, asks 

voters one of the most important referenda 

questions in years—whether a state 

constitutional convention should be held to 

propose changes to the Rhode Island 

Constitution.  

Question Three asks “Shall there be a 

convention to amend or revise the 

Constitution?” A constitutional convention 

is a gathering of elected delegates who 

deliberate and propose revisions or 

amendments to a constitution. If Question 

Three is approved by voters, the General 

Assembly will likely establish rules for the 

special election of delegates, set an election 

timeline, and appropriate funds for the 

convention. In accordance with Article XIV, 

one delegate will be elected from each 

existing district of the House of 

Representatives.   

If a convention is approved by voters, 

precedent from the most recent Rhode Island 

constitutional convention held in 1986 

suggests that the elected delegates may form 

committees, collect testimony, hold public 

hearings, and consider various amendments 

or revisions to the Constitution.  According 

to the Rhode Island Constitution, any 

changes to the Constitution approved by the 

delegates at a constitutional convention must 

be submitted to voters as ballot questions at 

the next general election.  A majority of 

voters must then approve each of these 

amendments or revisions for them to take 

effect.  

The following section outlines background 

information related to constitutional 

conventions, including Rhode Island’s 

“Shall there be a convention 

to amend or revise the 

Constitution?” 

http://www.ripec.org/pdfs/2014-Debt-and-Bond.pdf
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history with constitutional conventions; the 

frequency with which constitutional 

conventions are held in other states; and the 

likely process for a 2015 or 2016 

constitutional convention, including election 

considerations and campaign finance laws.  

Background 

The Rhode Island Constitution can be 

amended through two methods.  First, the 

General Assembly may propose an 

amendment, or amendments, to appear 

before voters at the next general election.  

For this to occur, legislation must be 

approved by a majority of the members of 

each chamber of the General Assembly.  

The second method of amending the Rhode 

Island Constitution is to amend it through a 

constitutional convention. Constitutional 

conventions can be pursued two ways. First, 

the General Assembly may at any time 

approve legislation that places a question on 

the ballot at the next general election 

seeking voter authorization for a 

constitutional convention.  Second, Article 

XIV of the Rhode Island Constitution 

stipulates that voters must be asked at least 

once every ten years if they wish to convene 

a constitutional convention.  Therefore, if 

ten years passes since the last time the 

question was posed to voters, and the 

General Assembly does not approve 

legislation placing the question on the ballot, 

the Rhode Island Secretary of State is 

directed by the Constitution to place the 

question on the ballot at the next general 

election.
1
 

                                                           
1
 Rhode Island Constitution, Article XIV. See 

Appendix A. 

History 

Rhode Island has convened a total of eleven 

limited and unlimited constitutional 

conventions.
2
  A limited convention refers to 

a constitutional convention where only 

certain topics approved by the General 

Assembly may be debated.  All four of the 

limited constitutional conventions that 

Rhode Island has held occurred between 

1944 and 1958.
3
  By contrast, an unlimited 

convention is one where any component of 

the constitution may be debated or amended.  

Since 1964, the state has held three 

unlimited constitutional conventions (1964, 

1973, and 1986), but voters rejected ballot 

questions in 1994 and 2004 that would have 

convened additional unlimited conventions.
4
  

The most recent constitutional convention 

held by Rhode Island, in 1986, was the first 

time that the state convened a convention as 

a result of the automatic ballot referral, 

which was added to the Constitution 

following the 1973 convention.  

Although limited constitutional conventions 

have occurred previously, the existing 

                                                           
2
 Elliot Andrews, Thomas R. Evans, and Kenneth 

Carlson, Rhode Island Constitutional Convention 

History, Rhode Island State Library and Rhode Island 

State Archives.  See Appendix D. 
3
 Ibid. 

4
 Ibid. 

Limited Conventions

1824 1964 1944

1834 1973 1951

1841 1986 1955

1842 1958

Table 1

Rhode Island Constitutional 

Conventions Throughout History

Unlimited Conventions

SOURCE: RI State Library
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Rhode Island Constitution is silent as to 

whether they may be held today.  Article 

XIV does not differentiate between the two 

types of conventions and states only that the 

question that must be posed to voters every 

ten years is “Shall there be a convention to 

amend or revise the constitution?”  

The 1986 Rhode Island constitutional 

convention resulted in the approval of 

fourteen different amendments that were 

placed before voters in that year’s general 

election.  The amendments approved at the 

convention dealt with numerous issues 

ranging from changes to the judicial 

nomination process; the establishment of a 

state ethics commission; the public 

promotion of libraries; and a prohibition on 

abortion.
5
 One amendment authorized the 

adoption of an entirely rewritten state 

constitution that accounted for the numerous 

revisions that had been made to the 

document since it was first adopted in 1843.
6
  

Appendix B of this report provides a full list 

of the fourteen amendments that were 

approved at the convention.  Eight of the 

fourteen proposed amendments were 

                                                           
5
 Keven A. McKenna, Voters’ Guide to Fourteen 

Ballot Questions for Constitutional Revision; 

Election Day November 4, 1986. 
6
 Ibid. 

approved by voters during the 1986 general 

election while six were rejected.
7
 

Comparative 

Across the United States, the process for 

convening a constitutional convention varies 

by individual state.  According to the 

Council of State Governments, as of 2010, 

the constitutions of 41 states included 

specific provisions for how a convention 

may be convened.
8
 However, a 

constitutional convention is only one 

possible method for amending or revising a 

state constitution and all states allow 

changes to be made through either 

legislative action or ballot initiative. In New 

England, four states (Connecticut, Maine, 

New Hampshire, and Rhode Island) have 

provisions in their state constitutions that 

allow for conventions to be convened while 

two states (Maine and Massachusetts) do 

not.   

Of the 41 states that have constitutional 

provisions for convening a convention, all 

with the exception of Florida
9
 require 

approval from a majority or supermajority of 

the elected members of each chamber of the 

state legislature.  Furthermore, 36 states 

require the popular approval of voters to 

convene a constitutional convention.  

Fourteen states have provisions that require 

                                                           
7
 Elliot Andrews, Thomas R. Evans, and Kenneth 

Carlson, Rhode Island Constitutional Convention 

History, Rhode Island State Library and Rhode Island 

State Archives.  See Appendix D. 
8
 “Procedures for Calling Constitutional 

Conventions,” The Book of the States, 2010. 

Lexington, KY: Council of State Governments, 2010.  

See Appendix E. 
9
 In Florida, the power to convene a constitutional 

convention is reserved to the people by petition. 

November 6, 1984
RI voters approve ballot question calling for a 

constitutional convention

June 27, 1985

RI General Assembly approves legislation 

establishing convention timeline and rules for 

electing delegates

November 5, 1985 Special election is held to select delegates

January 6, 1986 Convention meets for the first time

November 4, 1986

14 ballot questions containing amendments 

passed at the convention are placed before 

voters at the general election

SOURCE: RI State Librarian

Table 2

Process of 1986 Constitutional Convention
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the automatic ballot referral of a question 

asking voters if they wish to convene a 

constitutional convention.  The time period 

for doing so ranges from once every nine 

years in Hawaii to once every twenty years 

in eight states (Connecticut, Illinois, 

Maryland, Missouri, Montana, New York, 

Ohio, and Oklahoma).  In Michigan, the 

question must be asked once every sixteen 

years. Alaska and New Hampshire are the 

only states aside from Rhode Island that 

require the question to be put before voters 

once every ten years.
10

   

Process 

On June 18, 2014, Governor Chafee signed 

Senate bill 2538 into law, which placed the 

convention ballot question before voters at 

the upcoming general election.  Had the 

General Assembly not approved this type of 

legislation, the Secretary of State would 

have been required to place the question 

before voters because the last time that the 

question appeared on the ballot was in 2004. 

Bi-Partisan Preparatory Commission 

Before voters are presented with the 

constitutional convention ballot question, 

the Rhode Island Constitution requires that 

the General Assembly establish a bi-partisan 

preparatory commission, which must issue a 

report including possible topics that may be 

discussed at the convention.  In accordance 

with this requirement the General Assembly 

approved, and Governor Chafee signed into 

law, Senate bill 2537 Substitute A to create 

a twelve member commission consisting of 

                                                           
10

 “Procedures for Calling Constitutional 

Conventions,” The Book of the States, 2010. 

Lexington, KY: Council of State Governments, 2010.  

See Appendix E. 

legislators and private citizens of both major 

political parties.  This commission issued a 

final report on September 3, 2014, and the 

issues that the report lists as possible topics 

for discussion at a convention are outlined in 

the next section of this report.  It should be 

noted that Rhode Island’s constitutional 

conventions are not bound by the issues 

contained in bi-partisan preparatory 

commission reports, and topics raised by the 

commission may or may not be discussed at 

an actual convention. Table 3 illustrates the 

difference between the 1986 bi-partisan 

preparatory commission and the 

amendments approved by the Convention.   

 

SOURCE: 1984 Report of the Bi-Partisan Preparatory Commission; 1986 

Constitutional Convention Voter Handbook

Line-item Veto for Governor N/A

Size of the Legislature; Length of 

Legislative Sessions
N/A

Independent Redistricting 

Commission
N/A

N/A Paramount Right to Life/Abortion

Elect Governor and Lieutenant 

Governor on Single Ticket
N/A

Appointment of General Treasurer 

and Secretary of State
N/A

N/A Libraries

N/A Bail

N/A Home Rule

Ensure Rights of Women and the 

Handicapped
Rights of the People

N/A Shore Use and Environmental Protection

N/A Felon Officeholding and Voting

Voter Initiative and Referendum Voter Initiative

N/A Ethics in Government

N/A
Budget Powers and Executive 

Succession

Selection of Supreme Court Justices; 

Tenure for Supreme Court Justices

Rewrite of the Present Constitution

Four-Year Terms for Elected Officials Four-Year Terms and Recall

Legislative Pay and MileageLegislative Pay

Judicial Selection and Discipline

Table 3

Comparison of Issues in 1984 Bi-Partisan Preparatory 

Commission Report and Amendments Approved at 1986 

Constitutional Convention

Bi-Partisan Preparatory 

Commission Report
Constitutional Convention

N/A
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Election of Delegates 

If a majority of voters approve Question 

Three in the general election, the Rhode 

Island Constitution directs the General 

Assembly to enact legislation in its next 

session that provides for the election of 

delegates to the convention. The sole 

constitutional requirement imposed on the 

General Assembly with regards to the 

election of delegates is that the total number 

of delegates must be the same as the number 

of members in the House of Representatives 

and that they must be apportioned in the 

same manner.
11

  

The legislation approved by the General 

Assembly in 1985 included specific rules 

outlining the election process of delegates to 

the convention.  Delegates to the convention 

were to be elected on a non-partisan basis 

and were required to submit nomination 

papers containing the signatures of at least 

50 voters from their respective districts.  

They were also required to submit a 

declaration of candidacy to the local election 

board, including information about their 

address, place of birth, and length of 

residency in the state, certification that they 

had never served a prison sentence resulting 

from a felony conviction, and also 

certification that they had never been found 

legally of unsound mind.  Most other voting 

procedures from regular elections, such as 

the use of mail ballots, and campaign 

finance requirements, were kept in place.
12

 

Rules Regulating Convention Proceedings 

Once the delegates are elected, the Rhode 

Island Constitution does not include 

guidance relating to the rules that govern the 

proceedings of a constitutional convention.  

This has previously led to disputes between 

the General Assembly and convention 

delegates over who was responsible for 

setting the rules.   

For example, in 1985, the legislation 

adopted by the General Assembly to provide 

for the election of delegates to the 

convention also included provisions that 

                                                           
11

 Rhode Island Constitution, Article XIV 
12

 Public Law 1985, Chapter 326. See Appendix C. 

Chart 1

Steps Leading to Rhode Island 

Constitutional Convention

SOURCE: Artic le  XIV, Rho de  Is land Co ns titutio n

General Assembly Approves 
Legislation OR Ten Years Pass 

Since Voters Last Asked

General Assembly (or Governor) 
Establishes Bi-Partisan 

Preparatory Commission

Voters Presented with Ballot 
Question

General Assembly Sets Rules 
for Election of Delegates (if 

voters approve question)

Election of Delegates

Convention Convenes
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sought to regulate the convention’s 

proceedings.  These provisions included: 

 setting the date and time of the 

convention’s first meeting; 

 designating the convention as a 

public body subject to open 

meetings laws; 

 defining what constituted a quorum 

of delegates; 

 designating the governor as the 

chairman pro tempore until the 

delegates elected a presiding officer; 

 allowing the convention to seek 

advisory opinions from the Rhode 

Island Supreme Court if a majority 

of delegates voted in favor of doing 

so; and  

 requiring that votes made by each 

delegate at the convention be 

recorded in a journal that was to be 

provided to the Secretary of State 

after the end of proceedings.
13

 

Some delegates at the 1986 convention 

disputed the constitutionality of these 

provisions and the parliamentarian ruled that 

the body was a sovereign body free to adopt 

its own rules and not subject to restrictions 

from the General Assembly.
14

 

At its first meeting, the delegates of the 

1986 constitutional convention established a 

Rules Committee responsible for drafting 

the rules that would regulate the 

proceedings.  The Rules Committee 

presented a package of 77 rules to the full 

convention at its second meeting.  These 

                                                           
13

 Public Law 1985, Chapter 326. See Appendix C. 
14

 State of Rhode Island, Constitutional Convention, 

Volume 1, January 6, 1986, pp. 16-22 

rules, which were adopted in their entirety 

by the delegates, required the election of 

several officers, established committees to 

oversee matters of different subject matter, 

and established the process by which 

delegates could propose amendments or 

revisions to the Constitution.  In addition, 

the rules required that delegates abide by 

state statutes such as conflict of interest 

provisions and that all proceedings be open 

to the public.
15

   

Rules Regulating Constitutional 

Amendments 

The rules adopted at the 1986 convention 

created a process for delegates to introduce 

proposed amendments or revisions to the 

Constitution.  Under the process adopted at 

the convention, individual delegates or 

committees could introduce resolutions, also 

referred to as proposals, containing the 

constitutional amendment or revision.  In 

addition, a procedure existed for delegates to 

introduce resolutions at the request of 

qualified electors from their district.  

Resolutions were then referred to a 

committee by the president of the 

convention for consideration; resolutions 

were reported out of committee to the full 

convention by a majority vote of the 

committee members or through a majority 

vote of all the members of the convention.  

For the convention to approve a 

constitutional amendment or revision, a 

majority of the delegates elected to the 

convention (51 delegates in 1986) had to 

vote in favor of doing so.   

                                                           
15

 Journal of the 1986 Constitutional Convention, 

Volume 1, No. 2, pp.2-9 
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The Rhode Island Constitution does not 

outline specific operating procedures that a 

constitutional convention must follow to 

approve revisions or amendments.  In 1986, 

the convention delegates opted to organize 

committees to review amendments based on 

subject matter.  Over 280 resolutions 

proposing amendments or other revisions to 

the Constitution were introduced and 25 of 

these were approved by a majority of the 

delegates at the convention.  The convention 

combined the 25 proposed amendments by 

topic into fourteen ballot questions.  Voters 

in the 1986 general election were presented 

with these fourteen ballot questions and 

chose to approve eight while rejecting six. 

Campaign Finance Law 

Under Article XIV of the Rhode Island 

Constitution, the General Assembly has the 

power to enact legislation regulating the 

election of delegates to a constitutional 

convention.  Because of this power, it may 

opt to require individuals seeking to be 

elected as delegates to abide by state 

campaign finance law. The legislation 

approved by the General Assembly 

regulating the election of delegates to the 

1986 constitutional convention did just that; 

all candidates seeking to be elected as 

delegates were required to obey campaign 

finance law.  Furthermore, individuals and 

organizations seeking to influence the 

outcome of the election of delegates or the 

ballot questions that were ultimately placed 

before voters were also subject to state 

campaign finance law.
16

 

                                                           
16

 Public Law 1985, Chapter 326. See Appendix C. 

Should voters approve Question Three, the 

General Assembly will have the option of 

applying the state’s campaign finance law to 

individuals seeking election as delegates to 

the convention. Current Rhode Island 

campaign finance law places limits on the 

amount of money that individuals or 

political action committees may contribute 

to an individual candidate ($1,000 annually) 

as well as placing aggregate limits on the 

amount that individuals ($10,000 annually) 

or political action committees ($25,000 

annually) may contribute to all candidates. 

However, the United States Supreme 

Court’s 2014 ruling in McCutcheon v. 

Federal Election Commission led the Board 

of Elections to recommend that the General 

Assembly repeal the state’s aggregate 

contribution limits. The status of legislation 

that would do so is currently unclear. It 

remains illegal for corporations to make 

direct contributions to candidates for office. 

Furthermore, candidates seeking elected 

office are required to periodically submit 

reports outlining financial contributions and 

expenditures made by their campaigns to the 

Board of Elections.   

A notable change in campaign finance law 

that has occurred since the 1986 

constitutional convention is the state’s 2006 

adoption of the Rhode Island Ballot 

Question Advocacy and Reporting Act.  

Under the Act, individuals or organizations 

advocating the approval or rejection of any 

ballot question, including those that propose 

constitutional amendments, are subject to 

disclosure requirements overseen by the 

Rhode Island Board of Elections.  The Act 

requires that these individuals or 

organizations disclose the names and 
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addresses of any individuals that contribute 

$1,800 or more in a single election cycle.  In 

addition, the law makes it illegal for any 

individual to attempt to create corporations 

or other legal entities in an attempt to 

disguise the true origin of any funds used to 

advocate for or against ballot questions.
17

   

Potential Policy Deliberations 

In addition to the process and 

implementation of a convention, it is also 

important for voters to understand the types 

of policy issues that would be debated at a 

convention. One source that sheds light on 

potential agenda topics is the bi-partisan 

preparatory commission’s report. Prior to 

the November 2014 ballot question, Rhode 

Island’s bi-partisan preparatory commission 

met multiple times and heard testimony 

from a variety of individuals and 

organizations. The commission’s final 

report, published on September 3, 2014, 

estimates the total cost of the convention to 

be $2.5 million and notes a number of 

possible topics for policy deliberation, as 

displayed in Table 4. However, as 

previously noted, the report is only 

informational and a convention would not be 

bound to discuss the topics that it includes. 

Other Groups 

In addition to the potential agenda 

articulated by the bi-partisan preparatory 

commission, numerous stakeholder groups 

have discussed potential constitutional 

convention topics. One coalition, which 

claims that a convention will “restore 

confidence in our democratic institutions, 

                                                           
17

 RIGL § 17-25.2 

protect basic rights and ensure fairer, more 

accountable and effective government in 

Rhode Island,”
18

 has articulated support for 

many of the policy changes mentioned by 

the bi-partisan preparatory commission, 

including reforming: the legislature, moral 

obligation bonds, and education. A number 

of other organizations support the convening 

of a convention to address institutional 

reforms such as term limits, the line-item 

veto for budgetary issues, and ethics reform. 

Alternatively, other groups oppose the 

constitutional convention for reasons 

including: the potential threats posed to civil 

                                                           
18

 "Members." RenewRI. N.p., n.d. Web. 29 Oct. 

2014. 

Elections

   -Allow voter initiative or referenda petitions

   -Create an independent redistricting commission

   -Ensure equal access to voting

   -Require run-off elections in some instances

Executive Branch

   -Establish the line-item veto for the Governor

   -Eliminate the office of Lieutenant Governor

   -Create an Independent Auditor's office

Legislative Branch

   -Establish term limits for state legislators

   -Prohibit state-backed moral obligation bonds

   -Require the recording of legislators' individual votes

   -Strengthen state sunshine laws

   -Strengthen public access to open meetings

Judicial Branch

   -Ban lobbyists from serving on JNC

Miscellaneous

   -Establish a fundamental right to education

   -Ensure women's rights such as equal pay or reproductive rights

SOURCE: 2014 Report of the Bi-Partisan Preparatory Commission

Table 4

Constitutional Reform Issues Cited by the 2014 Bi-Partisan 

Preparatory Commission

   -Extend the jurisdiction of the Ethics Commission to include state legislators

   -Require state magistrates be selected via the Judicial Nominating 

Commission (JNC)

   -Clarify right to a jury trial for appeals of Ethics Commission decisions
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rights and social issues; the risk of special-

interest and out-of-state funding on the 

convention campaigns; the adequacy of the 

General Assembly to propose constitutional 

amendments and reform; and the cost of the 

convention.
19

   

RIPEC Questions for Consideration 

Whether to hold a constitutional convention 

has been a subject of great attention in 

Rhode Island’s recent public discourse. The 

divided nature of this debate highlights the 

important nature of Question 3 on the 

November 2014 ballot. The decision to 

authorize a review of Rhode Island’s 

constitution must not be taken lightly, as 

opening the Constitution to review is not 

without risk. Each individual voter must 

determine whether there are sufficient 

safeguards in place to control the level of 

risk associated with this process, and 

whether the potential rewards of reform 

merit the risk.  

While RIPEC will not take a position on 

Question 3, the following questions should 

be considered by voters on November 4, 

2014: 

 Will a constitutional convention 

divert the attention of elected state 

officials from other pressing issues, 

such as addressing Rhode Island’s 

relatively weak economy? 

 If a convention is approved by 

voters, what process for electing 

delegates will the General Assembly 

adopt? Will the election be non-

partisan, as it was in 1986? Will state 

                                                           
19

 "Statement of Principles." Reject Question 3. N.p., 

n.d. Web. 29 Oct. 2014. 

campaign finance laws apply to 

candidates seeking election as 

delegates? 

 Delegates at a convention would not 

be required to limit debate to the 

issues identified by the bi-partisan 

preparatory commission. Is it 

acceptable to voters that any topic 

relating to state or local government 

may be subject to debate? 

 Will this process’s non-partisan 

nature and the absence of legislative 

approval allow for the consideration 

of a wider array of issues?  Similarly, 

are there certain reforms that will 

likely only be adopted through this 

process?  

 What impact will outside special 

interest groups have on the 

convention?  Because no other state 

has held a constitutional convention 

since Rhode Island in 1986, what 

would the potential risks be if 

national special interest groups seek 

to use it as a test case for influencing 

future conventions in other states? 

 Opponents of a convention have 

expressed concern that the process of 

the convention poses a risk to the 

basic rights of minority and 

individual groups concerned with, 

for example, social issues. Are there 

sufficient safeguards in place, such 

as campaign finance requirements, to 

protect against these risks? 

 Alternatively, proponents of a 

convention have expressed the need 

to establish a more effective and 

accountable government through 

good government reforms. To what 
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extent is there consensus on the 

reform agenda to be pursued at a 

convention, and would the process of 

a convention lend itself to scrutiny of 

these issues? 

 What are the unintended 

consequences of reform? For 

example, the institution of a line-

item veto has been mentioned as a 

prominent reform issue to address at 

a convention. To what extent will the 

delegates be able to consider the 

potential unintended implications of 

this type of reform, such as the role 

that politics may play in the response 

of the legislature to a change in the 

balance-of-power?  

 How closely has the cost of 

implementing a potential convention 

been analyzed, and is there a role for 

technology to assist in a more 

efficient implementation of a 

convention? 

 The rules governing the proceedings 

at a convention would be decided by 

the delegates themselves.  Will the 

delegates, for example, adopt rules 

that require the convention to abide 

by open meetings and public records 

laws? 

 Should voters consider this proposal 

in light of whether the ballot 

questions resulting from a 

convention would be presented to 

them at a special or general election? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Appendix A 

 

ARTICLE XIV 

CONSTITUTIONAL AMENDMENTS AND REVISIONS 

Section 1. Procedure for proposing and approving amendments. -- The general assembly may 

propose amendments to the constitution of the state by a roll call vote of a majority of the 

members elected to each house. Any amendment thus proposed shall be published in such 

manner as the general assembly shall direct, and submitted to the electors at the next general 

election as provided in the resolution of approval; and, if then approved by a majority of the 

electors voting thereon, it shall become a part of the constitution. 

Section 2. Constitutional conventions. -- The general assembly, by a vote of a majority of the 

members elected to each house, may at any general election submit the question, "Shall there be 

a convention to amend or revise the constitution?" to the qualified electors of the state. If the 

question be not submitted to the people at some time during any period of ten years, the secretary 

of state shall submit it at the next general election following said period. Prior to a vote by the 

qualified electors on the holding of a convention, the general assembly, or the governor if the 

general assembly fails to act, shall provide for a bi-partisan preparatory commission to assemble 

information on constitutional questions for the electors. If a majority of the electors voting at 

such election on said question shall vote to hold a convention, the general assembly at its next 

session shall provide by law for the election of delegates to such convention. The number of 

delegates shall be equal to the number of members of the house of representatives and shall be 

apportioned in the same manner as the members of the house of representatives. No revision or 

amendment of this constitution agreed upon by such convention shall take effect until the same 

has been submitted to the electors and approved by a majority of those voting thereon. 

  



 
 

Appendix B 

 

Amdt. 

#
Amendment Title Summary of Amendment

General Election 

Result

1 Rewrite of the Present Constitution

Should a rewritten version of the state constitution be 

adopted to account for amendments and revisions that 

occurred since it was adopted in 1843?

Approved

2 Judicial Selection and Discipline

Should an independent, non-partisan commission be 

established to nominate judges, discipline or remove judges; 

should judges be required to retire at age 72; should the 

supreme court's ability to give advisory opinions be 

abolished?

Rejected

3 Legislative Pay and Mileage

Should members of the General Assembly be paid the same 

as the average weekly wage of manufacturing workers in 

Rhode Island; should mileage compensation be equal to the 

rate paid to U.S. government employees?

Rejected

4 Four-Year Terms and Recall
Should the state's general officers serve four-year terms and 

be subject to voter recall?
Rejected

5 Voter Initiative

Should voters have the power to petition laws or 

constitutional amendments onto the ballot; should future 

constitutional convention candidates be elected on a non-

partisan basis?

Rejected

6 Ethics in Government

Should more specific impeachment standards be established; 

should an ethics commission be established; should limits on 

campaign contributions be limited; should a voluntary 

system of public campaign financing be established?

Approved

7 Budget Powers and Executive Succession

Should the governor be constitutionally empowered to 

present an annual budget; should the speaker of the house 

become governor if the governor and lieutenant governor die 

or are unable to serve?

Approved

8 Rights of the People

Should free speech, due process, and equal protection clauses 

be adopted; should the state be prohibited from 

discriminating based on race, gender, or handicap; should 

victims of crime have constitutionally endowed rights; 

should individual rights protected by the state constitution 

stand independent of the U.S. Constitution?

Approved

9 Shore Use and Environmental Protection

Should rights of fishery and privileges of the shore be 

adopted; should state and local powers to protect those 

rights and the environment be strengthened; should the 

regulation of land and waters for these purposes not be 

deemed a public use of private property?

Approved

10 Felon Officeholding and Voting

Should felons be banned from holding office for three years 

after completion of sentence and probation or parole; should 

felons' voting rights be restored after completion of sentence 

and probation or parole?

Approved

11 Libraries
Should the General Assembly be required to promote public 

libraries and library services?
Approved

12 Bail

Should the courts be allowed to deny bail to individuals 

accused of the unlawful sale or distribution of controlled 

substances punishable by ten years or more in prison?

Approved

13 Home Rule

Should cities and towns have more control over their local 

affairs; should new tax exemptions related to cities or towns 

be subject to local voter approval; should cities and towns be 

reimbursed for certain state-mandated programs; should 

charter adoption and amendment processes be simplified?

Rejected

14 Paramount Right to Life/Abortion

Should all persons, including unborn offspring, be endowed 

with a right to life; should abortion be prohibited except to 

prevent the death of a pregnant woman; should the use of 

public money to fund abortions be prohibited?

Rejected

Table A

Amendments Approved by the 1986 Rhode Island Constitutional Convention

SOURCE: 1986 Constitutional Convention Voter Handbook






























