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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT MAR 0 & 2026
CENTRAL DISTRICT OF ILLINOIS
ROCK ISLAND DIVISION CLERK OF THE COURT

U.S. DISTRICT COURT
RANDY FLOWERS, pro se, CENTRAL DISTRICT OF ILLINOIS

Plaintiff,

Case No.: £ (é" V- Lfoe?’

V.

ILLINOIS STATE BOARD OF ELECTIONS;

BERNADETTE MATTHEWS, Executive Director;

JEREMY KIRK, Assistant Executive Director;

LAURA K. DONAHUE, Chair;

RICK S. TERVEN, SR., Vice Chair;

JENNIFER M. BALLARD CROFT, Member;

CRISTINA D. CRAY, Member;

TONYA L. GENOVESE, Member;

CATHERINE S. MCCRORY, Member;

JACK VRETT, Member;

CASANDRA B. WATSON, Member;

KAREN KINNEY, Rock Island County Clerk;
Defendants.
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COMPLAINT FOR DECLARATORY AND INJUNCTIVE RELIEF

[. INTRODUCTION

1. Plaintiff brings this action under the First and Fourteenth Amendments and 42 U.S.C. § 1983
to challenge the constitutionality of Illinois’ statutory signature requirements for independent
congressional candidates, which impose insurmountable and unjust barriers to ballot access,
burdening Plaintiff’s rights to political association, political expression, and equal protection
under the law.

2. The State of Illinois requires independent congressional candidates to collect 18- 21 times the
number of signatures required for the two major-party candidates seeking the same office. This

disparity is not incidental; it is the direct result of I1linois’ statutory formula requiring



4:26-cv-04062-SLD-RLH  #1  Filed: 03/04/26  Page 2 of 13

independents to obtain 5% of the prior general-election vote, while major-party candidates need

only 0.05% of their party’s primary voters.

3. This disparity imposes severe, discriminatory and mathematically prohibitive burdens on

plaintiff’s ability to qualify for the ballot.
4. Plaintiff seeks declaratory and injunctive relief to prevent the enforcement of these excessive

and unconstitutional requirements to ensure fair and equitable access to the electoral process.

II. JURISDICTION AND VENUE

5. This Court has jurisdiction under 28 U.S.C. §§ 1331 and 1343 because this action arises under

the Constitution and laws of the United States.

6. Venue is proper under 28 U.S.C. § 1391(b) as a substantial part of the events giving rise to the

claims occurred within this District, and plaintiff resides in the Rock Island Division.
7. Declaratory relief is authorized by 28 U.S.C. §§ 2201 and 2202.

I1I. PARTIES
8. Plaintiff is a resident of Illinois’ 17" Congressional District and seeks to run as an independent
candidate for the United States House of Representatives in said district.

9. Defendants are the Illinois State Board of Elections, its executive officers, its members, and

the Rock Island County Clerk, all sued in their official capacities.
IV. FACTUAL ALLEGATIONS

A. Illinois’ Signature Requirement for Independent Candidates
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10. Tllinois requires independent congressional candidates in the 17" District to collect a
minimum of 16,035 valid signatures within a 90-day circulation period, which is unreasonably

excessive, especially when compared to the requirement imposed on major-party candidates.

11. To satisfy this requirement, an independent candidate must collect approximately 178

signatures per day, or 1,247 signatures per week, and do so without the benefit of a party

infrastructure established in each county.

12. During the 2025-2026 election cycle, the two major parties were only required to obtain an

average of 798 signatures, specifically, 852 for Democratic candidates and 744 for Republican

candidates.

13. Thus, an independent candidate must gather more signatures in a single week than either
major political party must gather in the entire 90-day petitioning period. The effect of the

statutory scheme is to deter or prevent independent candidates from qualifying for the ballot.

14.This disparity imposes severe and unjustified burdens on Plaintiff’s constitutional rights. This
disparity is not merely unequal; it is mathematically improbable. It imposes a burden of eighteen

to twenty-one times greater upon independent candidates than on major-party candidates.

15. The 16,035-signature threshold for U.S. House candidates combined with a limited
circulation period places Illinois among the most restrictive in the nation, depriving prospective

candidates of their freedom to participate in the electoral process.

16. To illustrate how Illinois” signature threshold and circulation period compare to national
practices, Plaintiff provides the following summary of selected state requirements. This
comparison reflects publicly available statutory thresholds and demonstrates the range of

signature burdens and circulation periods used across the country.



4:26-cv-04062-SLD-RLH  #1

Filed: 03/04/26

Page 4 of 13

17. Exhibit A summarizes signature thresholds and circulation periods for independent

congressional candidates in selected states, demonstrating that Illinois’ combined threshold and

90-day limit place it among the most restrictive jurisdictions in the nation.

Exhibit A

Comparison of Independent Candidate Signature Requirements
(Selected States)

State Signature Percent of | Circulation Notes
Requirement Voters Period
Tilinei 16.035 ~5% Among the highest burdens in the nation
we 2 of last 6-ovt o) ey nation?short window, notarizatiom; add
Arizona 3.000 % 1-3-% No fixed | Significantly lower raw number, no
depending ox | shortwindow] compressed circulation period andingdd
Arkansas 2.000 90 days 90 days | Same circulation window as Illinois
but with 87% fewer signatures.
California 0 signature N/A N/A Independent candidates may qualify by
paying a filing fee; modest
Colorado 800-1.500 1% <150days | Long circulation period, low threshold
Maine 2.000 No percent- | 6 months | Long window, but low threshold
based requrd
West Virginia 500 Several No short window but low threshold
1% of votes cast) months
New York 3.500 42 days 42 days | Short window but low threshold

18. Following this comparison, Plaintiff continues to allege the facts demonstrating how Illinois

ballot-access scheme operates in practice.

B. Geographic and Logistical Burdens

19. Illinois” 17th Congressional District stretches across all or portions of 14 counties that

impose substantial geographic and logistical hardships on independent candidates seeking to

collect petition signatures.

x
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20. The district requires extensive travel time to reach voters across its full span. The greatest
driving distance within the district, from Rock Island to the southeastern portion of McLean

County, is approximately 145 miles, with an estimated driving time of 2 hours and 40 minutes.

21. This expansive area significantly increases the time, cost, and difficulty of collecting the

required petition signatures within the State’s limited 90-day circulation window.

22. These geographic burdens exacerbate the severity of the statutory scheme and must be

considered under the Anderson-Burdick balancing test.
C. Historical and Statistical Evidence

23. Publicly available election records show that no independent congressional candidate has

ever succeeded in meeting the signature threshold required to appear on the general election

ballot in Illinois.

24. Historical patterns reflect similar outcomes, with Illinois’ high signature requirements and
limited circulation period functioning as substantial barriers that independent congressional

candidates have been unable to overcome in practice.

25. A statutory scheme that has never been successfully satisfied by any independent

congressional candidate is, by definition, not a reasonable or nondiscriminatory regulation.

D. Voter Data Section

26. According to the Independent Voter Project, Illinois Voter Registration (updated Aug. 27,
2025), an estimated 2,808,533 Illinois voters, approximately 34.76% of the State’s registered

voters, are modeled as “unaffiliated” or independent. Their data, using L2 Data modeling,
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suggests distribution of Illinois registered voters is as follows: Democrats: 3,044,805 (37.70%);

Republicans: 2,223,314 (27.53%); Unaffiliated: 2,808,533 (34.76%).

27. A Gallup poll from January 2026 reported that 45% of adults nationwide identify as political
independents, the highest level recorded since Gallup began tracking this measure in 1988. {See

Jeffrey M. Jones, U.S. Independent Identification at Record High, Gallup (Jan. 2026).

28. “These statistics show that a substantial portion of Illinois voters are not affiliated with either
major political party, yet independent candidates face significantly greater barriers to ballot
access, limiting the ability of unaffiliated voters to support candidates who may more closely
reflect their views. The State’s statutory scheme thus denies a substantial portion of Illinois

voters, over one-third of the electorate, the opportunity to support candidates who reflect their

political identity

29. Despite the substantial number of independent voters, under Illinois’ statutory scheme,

independent candidates are not afforded a meaningful opportunity to participate in the electoral

process.

30. To gain ballot access, independent candidates must collect 5% of the total number of voters
in the last general election in their district, whereas the established major-party candidates are

only required to collect 0.05% of their party’s primary voters.

31. This requires independents to gain significantly more signatures. In the 17" District, in which
plaintiff intends to run, this requires plaintiff to collect 18-21 times the number of signatures as

Democratic and Republican candidates.

32. This serves neither legitimate state interests nor the interests of [llinois voters. It only

benefits the self-interest of the two political parties who control the state legislature.
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33. Thus, they wield the power to prevent third-party or no-party candidates from being viable

contenders and offering voters a third choice.

34. Illinois typically invalidates 30—60% of signatures. Thus, in the 17" District, an independent

candidate needs far more than the minimum 16,035 petition signatures to gain ballot access.

35. Plaintiff intends to qualify for the ballot but is substantially burdened by the statutory barrier.

V. LEGAL STANDARD

36. When evaluating ballot-access restrictions, courts apply the balancing test established in

Anderson v. Celebrezze, 460 U.S. 780 (1983), and Burdick v. Takushi, 504 U.S. 428 (1992).

Courts must weigh:

a. The character and magnitude of the burden imposed on constitutional rights;
b. The interests asserted by the State; and

¢. Whether those interests justify the burden imposed.

37. Severe burdens on First and Fourteenth Amendment rights are subject to strict scrutiny and

must be narrowly tailored to advance compelling State interests.

38. Even lesser burdens must be justified by important State interests and must be reasonably

related to those interests.
VI. CLAIMS FOR RELIEF
Count I — First Amendment (Ballot Access)

39. Plaintiff realleges and incorporates all preceding paragraphs as though fully set forth herein.
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40. Illinois requires independent congressional candidates to collect 16,035 valid signatures
within a rigid 90-day circulation period, an eighteen- to twenty-one-fold disparity compared to
the 744 to 852 signatures required of major-party candidates. Unlike most states, which allow
substantially longer or even unlimited circulation periods, Illinois imposes one of the most
restrictive and burdensome petition-circulation schemes in the nation. As shown in Exhibit A,
[linois’ combined signature threshold and 90-day limit place it among the most restrictive

jurisdictions in the country.

41. The limited timeframe for petition-circulation severely restricts the ability to reach voters
across Illinois’ 17th Congressional District, which spans fourteen counties and requires
substantial travel to access its dispersed population centers. The district’s expansive size and
configuration significantly increase the time, cost and logistical difficulty necessary to gather

signatures within the statutory period.

42. The cumulative effect of Illinois’ ballot-access requirements imposes a severe burden on
Plaintiff’s ability to qualify for the general-election ballot as an independent candidate for the

United States House of Representatives.

43. These burdens include extraordinarily high signature thresholds, a short circulation period,
substantial geographic and logistical obstacles, and historically prohibitive petition-challenge

practices.

44, Historical election records of Illinois show that no independent candidate for United States
House of Representatives has ever succeeded in qualifying for the general-election ballot under

the current statutory framework, demonstrating the practical impossibility of compliance.
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45. Independent candidates also face high rates of petition challenges and signature invalidations,
requiring them to collect far more than the statutory minimum to survive the objection process.
These challenge practices further increase the practical burden of ballot access beyond the

already substantial statutory threshold.

46. These burdens are not imposed to the same extent on major-party candidates, who face

substantially lower signature thresholds, and significantly lower rates of petition challenges.

47. The combined effect of these stringent requirements—including the high signature threshold,
the limited circulation period, the geographic scale of the district, and the historically prohibitive
petition-challenge environment—imposes a severe burden on Plaintiff’s ability to access the
ballot, present his political views to voters, and participate meaningfully in the political process.
These cumulative burdens also restrict the ability of voters to support an alternative candidate

who may more closely reflect their interests.

48. Under the Anderson—Burdick framework, these severe burdens must be narrowly tailored to
advance compelling state interests. Illinois’ extreme signature requirement and related
restrictions are not narrowly tailored, are not necessary to protect electoral integrity, and are not

justified by any compelling or legitimate state interest.

49. The burdens imposed by Illinois’ ballot-access scheme are substantial and operate
collectively to restrict Plaintiff’s rights to political association, political expression, and

meaningful access to the electoral process.
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Count II — Fourteenth Amendment (Equal Protection Clause)
50. Plaintiff realleges and incorporates all preceding paragraphs as though fully set forth herein.

51. Illinois treats independent candidates differently from major-party candidates without
sufficient justification. The Equal Protection Clause prohibits states from imposing disparate and

unjustified burdens on similarly situated candidates seeking access to the ballot.

52. Illinois’ statutory scheme imposes signature requirements on independent congressional
candidates that are eighteen to twenty-one times greater than those imposed on major-party
candidates, despite both groups seeking access to the same general-election ballot. Independent
candidates must collect 16,035 signatures within 90 days, while major-party candidates need

only collect 744 to 852 signatures over the same timeframe.

53. This extreme disparity is not justified by any legitimate state interest and is not necessary to
protect electoral integrity. By imposing vastly unequal burdens on candidates seeking the same

office, Illinois” statutory scheme violates the Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth

Amendment.

54. As applied to Plaintiff, Illinois’ ballot-access requirements deny equal treatment under the
law by imposing severe and unjustified burdens on his rights to political association, political

expression, as well as his ability to qualify for the ballot and participate meaningfully in the

electoral process.
Count III — Fourteenth Amendment (Due Process Clause)

55. Illinois’ statutory scheme is arbitrary and denies Plaintiff a meaningful and realistic

opportunity to qualify for the ballot. The State combines one of the highest signature
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requirements in the nation with one of the shortest circulation periods, and historically high
signature-invalidation rates, rendering ballot access for independent candidates effectively

unattainable, a requirement no independent congressional candidate has ever successfully

overcome.

56. By requiring 16,035 signatures within a rigid 90-day window—while most states require far
fewer signatures and allow substantially longer or unlimited circulation periods—Illinois

imposes procedural barriers that are irrational, unattainable, and unsupported by any reasonable

justification.

57. This combination of an extraordinarily high numerical threshold, a sharply limited
timeframe, and historically high signature-invalidation rates renders ballot access effectively
illusory for independent candidates. These arbitrary and prohibitive policies deprive Plaintiff of

fair and reasonable procedures in violation of the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth

Amendment.
58. Plaintiff realleges and incorporates all preceding paragraphs as though fully set forth herein.

59. Illinois’ statutory scheme is arbitrary, irrational, and denies Plaintiff a meaningful opportunity
to qualify for the ballot. The combination of an extraordinarily high signature requirement, a

short 90-day circulation window, and historically high signature-invalidation rates renders ballot

access for independent candidates effectively unattainable.

60. By imposing requirements that no independent candidate has ever met, Illinois deprives

Plaintiff of due process of law and violates the Fourteenth Amendment’s guarantee of fair and re

PRAYER FOR RELIEF



4:26-cv-04062-SLD-RLH  #1  Filed: 03/04/26  Page 12 of 13

Plaintiff respectfully requests that this Court:

A. Declare that the challenged ballot-access provisions, as applied to independent candidates for
the United States House of Representatives in Illinois’ 17th Congressional District, violate the

First and Fourteenth Amendments to the United States Constitution;

B. Enjoin Defendants from enforcing the statutory signature requirement of 16,035 signatures

within a 90-day circulation period for the 2026 election cycle;

C. Order Defendants to accept Plaintiff’s ballot-access filing upon a showing of reasonable
support, or to impose a reduced, equitable, and constitutionally permissible signature

requirement for independent candidates;
D. Award such further relief as the Court deems just and proper.

E. Award Plaintiff costs pursuant to 42 U.S.C. § 1988 and any other applicable authority.

oy

Rakdy Flowers

pro se, Plaintiff

2509 30 Street

Rock Island, IL 61201
(309) 428-9682
my4kidsdad@netzero.net
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