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Virginia Has Voted: Looking Ahead to the November 2017 Elections 

By Julie Dime and Julian Walker 

As there often are in the prelude to an election, there 

were predictions aplenty about which candidates 

would prevail in Virginia’s June 13 primary and what 

the results might foretell about the mood of the elec-

torate in the Commonwealth and beyond. And while 

the consensus predictions held true when the dust set-

tled, the outcome of one marquee contest was in doubt 

until late in the evening, resulting in a suspenseful con-

clusion to Election Day. With the nomination contests 

now completed, we have clarity on the choices before 

Virginians who head to the polls in November to elect 

a Governor, Lieutenant Governor, and Attorney Gen-

eral, as well as representatives to the 100-seat Virginia 

House of Delegates. 

The major party nominees for Governor are Republi-

can Ed Gillespie and Democrat Ralph Northam. Nei-

ther man is a newcomer to statewide campaigns. 

Northam, a pediatric neurologist and Army veteran, is 

Virginia’s current Lieutenant Governor. He previously 

served in the state Senate. Gillespie is a consultant 

who served as White House counselor to President 

George W. Bush and is a onetime chairman of the Re-

publican Party of Virginia and the Republican National 

Committee. In 2014, Gillespie challenged popular in-

cumbent U.S. Senator Mark Warner (D), who pre-

vailed in a closer-than-expected election. The margin 

of victory in that contest was 17,727 votes, or 0.8 per-

cent.  

To claim the 2017 gubernatorial nomination, Gillespie 

bested two challengers: Prince William County Board 

of Supervisors Chairman Corey Stewart and longtime 

state Senator Frank Wagner of Virginia Beach. This 

time, Gillespie emerged on the victorious end of a nail-

biting affair that saw Stewart run much closer to the 

nominee than most expected. Unofficial election re-

sults showed Gillespie with a 4,312 vote margin 

(equivalent to a 1.18 percent edge) over Stewart. 

While the result ended up razor close, Gillespie has the 

benefit of pivoting to the general election in November 

rather than enduring a recount his campaign narrowly 

avoided. Under Virginia law, a recount is allowed if 
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the margin of victory between candidates is 1 per-

cent or less, a threshold Gillespie unofficially 

eclipsed in this contest. 

On the Democratic side, Northam faced a somewhat 

unexpected challenge from former Congressman 

Tom Perriello, who entered the race in January. Up 

to that point, the Lieutenant Governor was unchal-

lenged for the nomination and appeared on course to 

go through the primary process without opposition, 

freeing him to raise money and build support for No-

vember instead of focusing on a June election. Perri-

ello’s entry into the contest altered those plans. Ulti-

mately, though, Northam comfortably won the nom-

ination by an unofficial count of 64,044 votes (an 

11.8 percent margin of victory) over Perriello. 

In elections, margin of victory numbers are often 

looked to as an indicator of relative candidate 

strength among the party faithful heading into the 

general election. Another instructive number is total 

votes in a contest, which is often viewed as a proxy 

for base party voters’ enthusiasm and intensity in a 

particular election cycle. The unofficial turnout 

numbers show considerably more Virginians voted 

in the Democratic gubernatorial primary (542,828) 

than in the Republican contest (366,166). 

The Commonwealth of Virginia is one of two states 

(New Jersey is the other) with so-called off-year gu-

bernatorial elections that fall 12 months after Ameri-

cans vote for President. And in another electoral 

quirk, Virginia prohibits a sitting Governor from 

seeking consecutive terms in office. Given those dy-

namics, Virginia’s race for Governor features new 

contestants every four years. And as such it is often 

cast by pundits as a barometer of the electorate’s 

mood and its appraisal of the President. Those per-

ceptions mean the stakes are high, not just for Vir-

ginia partisans, but also for deep-pocketed donors 

and national political parties that hope to leverage a 

statewide Virginia victory as a springboard to gener-

ate momentum for future contests. For the party in 

power on the federal level, these contests can be 

viewed as a chance to increase its grip on the levers 

of government. The party out of power, meanwhile, 

tends to look at potential victory as a stepping stone 

on the path back to electoral relevance, if not out-

right power.  

Democrats want to make the 2017 Virginia guberna-

torial race a referendum on President Donald J. 

Trump, just as Republicans in recent past cycles 

sought to make those campaigns a judgement on 

then-President Barack Obama. Running against the 

party in power has proven an effective tactic in the 

Commonwealth going back decades. A streak span-

ning several decades, during which Virginia elected 

a Governor from the political party opposite the oc-

cupant of the White House at the time, was broken 

in 2013 when Governor Terry McAuliffe was elect-

ed in a three-way race the year after Obama was re-

elected in 2012. 

In the Democratic nominating contest for Lieutenant 

Governor, Justin Fairfax of Northern Virginia bested 

two challengers – lobbyist Susan Platt and former 

prosecutor Gene Rossi – to earn the party’s nomina-

tion. Fairfax is a former federal prosecutor who un-

successfully sought the party’s nomination for Attor-
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ney General in 2013. 

There was also a three-way contest on the Republi-

can side. In that race, state Senator Jill Holtzman 

Vogel, an attorney from Fauquier County, defeated 

fellow state Senator Bryce Reeves of Spotsylvania 

County and state Delegate Glenn Davis of Virginia 

Beach. 

There were no primary elections for the office of 

Attorney General. Democratic incumbent Attorney 

General Mark Herring of Loudoun County is his 

party’s nominee for re-election. Herring is being 

challenged by Republican nominee John Adams, a 

Navy veteran and former federal prosecutor from 

Chesterfield County. 

Also on June 13 primary ballots in districts with 

contested races were nominating contests for some 

seats in the Virginia House of Delegates. There were 

nine Republican primaries and 24 Democratic pri-

maries. The 100-member House of Delegates is con-

sidered the lower chamber in Virginia’s bicameral 

legislature. Its members seek office every two years. 

At present, the chamber has 66 Republicans and 34 

Democrats. This year, 66 of the 100 seats are con-

tested. The majority of those are GOP-held seats – 

56 incumbent Republicans face opposition compared 

to 10 who do not. Across the aisle, 24 incumbent 

Democrats are unopposed, while 10 face a chal-

lenge. The House has seven open seats without an 

incumbent seeking re-election; six are currently oc-

cupied by Republicans and one is held by a Demo-

crat. 

In addition to the major political party candidates, 

several other contenders are seeking election to 

statewide office this year. Intellectual property attor-

ney Cliff Hyra of Mechanicsville is the Libertarian 

nominee for Governor. Retired real estate consultant 

Bobby “BJ” Junes of Richmond is running for Lieu-

tenant Governor as an independent. He previously 

campaigned for Richmond Mayor in 2016. 
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www.ISupportVirginiaHospitals.com 
HosPAC is VHHA’s political action committee. The mission of HosPAC is to provide  
organized and effective political action, and to support state candidates who will work 
to improve quality health care through policies supported by Virginia’s hospital and 
health systems. As elected officials in Virginia and Washington make critical decisions 
affecting Virginia’s hospitals and health systems, HosPAC supports candidates for 
office whose actions show consideration for Virginia health care providers and the 
communities they serve. To learn more about HosPAC or to contribute, visit  

            www.vahospac.com.  

Join the VHHA Hospital Grassroots Network. Register to be an advocate for health care in your  
community. Through our new online member mobilization tool, Muster, VHHA will send updates and  
Action Alerts throughout the year, and periodically ask you to send an e-mail to your state delegate or 
senator to seek their support on important health care issues. The messages are drafted for you, and  
taking action can take less than one minute. Action Alerts are sent to Hospital Grassroots Members on the 
most important legislative issues that our hospitals face. Legislators need to hear from people in their  
districts to understand the local impact of their votes in Richmond. If you previously received VHHA’s 
VoterVOICE e-mail alerts, you are already registered for the Hospital Grassroots Network. Your voice is 
important. Sign up online today at https://app.muster.com/250/supporter-registration/.  
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