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Virginia Has Voted: 2017 Elections Place Policy Focus on Health Care  

By Julian Walker and Julie Dime 

This month, Virginia voters continued a pattern of se-

lecting a gubernatorial candidate from the political 

party opposite that of the President occupying the 

White House when they overwhelmingly elected Lt. 

Gov. Ralph Northam to a four-year term as the 

73rd Governor of the Commonwealth of Virginia.  

Northam’s Nov. 7 victo-

ry was part of a clean 

sweep of statewide 

offices for Democrats – 

Northern Virginia attor-

ney Justin Fairfax was 

elected Virginia’s next 

Lieutenant Governor 

and incumbent Attor-

ney General Mark Her-

ring was re-elected – 

and the headlining event of what shaped up as a ban-

ner night for the Democratic Party of Virginia. Imme-

diately after the election, the party suddenly found 

itself near parity in the House of Delegates (and possi-

bly within striking distance of a slim majority). One 

day earlier, Republicans outnumbered Democrats by a 

2-to-1 margin in the state House. 

As Election Day came to a close, the Virginia Public 

Access Project’s tracking of unofficial election results 

had Democrats gaining 15 seats in the House to pull 

the party to a narrow 51-49 minority in the House. 

Going into the election, Republicans held a 66-34 seat 

advantage. As of this publication in mid-November, 

the unofficial outcomes in three contested House rac-

es were close enough that a recount would be per-

mitted under Virginia law if requested (less than one 

percent vote difference between the candidates). In 

those three con-

tests, seats previ-

ously held by Re-

publicans appear 

to have been 

narrowly re-

tained by GOP 

candidates. In 

one Newport 

News-based seat 

held by a Repub-

lican incumbent, the unofficial margin reportedly is 10 

votes. In a separate Fredericksburg-area race, the re-

ported margin is 82 votes. House Republicans have 

publicly declared that they have retained the majority. 

Democrats last claimed a House majority in 1998. 

That year, with the House effectively evenly split, 

Democrats had nominal control but the partisan divi-

sion led to a power sharing arrangement that resulted 

in some unusual committee alignments. The House 

Appropriations Committee, for example, had co-chairs 

and 30 members – it typically has 22. Considering the 

potential 51-49 partisan alignment in the House, one 
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might presume proportional committee representa-

tion could result in House Committees with 12-10 

partisan representation favoring the apparent Re-

publican majority. However, it is important to bear 

in mind that the party in control has the ability to 

weight partisan representation on committees in 

anticipation of needing a numerical edge to contend 

with, or influence the process regarding, high-

profile bills likely to engender strong feelings and 

advocacy campaigns from multiple interest groups. 

Any committee-related maneuvering in that regard 

could impact the prospects of certain key legislative 

efforts and initiatives. 

Election 

officials are 

certifying 

the Nov. 7 

election 

results in 

contests 

across Vir-

ginia; there 

may yet be 

further de-

velopments before a final determination is reached 

in some close races. 

Regardless of the final count, the Nov. 7 results rep-

resent a seismic shift in the partisan composition of 

the House of Delegates. And with that, there is like-

ly to be an accompanying shift in state policy initia-

tives that gain momentum. While many develop-

ments remain to be seen, it is reasonable to antici-

pate that emboldened Democrats may look to push 

agenda items they campaigned on including Medi-

caid expansion, $15 minimum wage proposals, gun 

control measures, and environmental-focused poli-

cy. 

Health care looms as a policy focal point in 2018. An 

array of public polls conducted in Virginia and na-

tionally during 2017 consistently showed health 

care is a top concern for voters. NBC News exit polls 

from the Nov. 7 election likewise showed health 

care, by far, is a top priority for Virginia voters. 

As we look ahead to the 2018 Virginia General As-

sembly session, it is reasonable to expect bi-

partisan work on addressing issues related to be-

havioral health and substance use. It remains to be 

seen how other key health care policy issues includ-

ing Certificate of Public Need reform, Medicaid rate 

adequacy adjustments, practice authority legisla-

tion, and other topics might be addressed by the 

incoming crop of elected officials. 

And due to 

redistricting 

considera-

tions – in-

cluding ac-

tive litigation 

challenging 

previously 

drawn legis-

lative dis-

tricts – there 

is a chance leg-

islative Democrats will be in a hurry to pass key poli-

cy agenda items this year before any potential court 

decisions that could trigger another round of elec-

tions. 

Over in the Virginia Senate, Republicans maintain a 

21-19 partisan edge. Democratic attorney Justin 

Fairfax was elected Lieutenant Governor over Re-

publican nominee Jill Vogel, a Virginia Senator who 

represents a Fauquier County-based district. In Vir-

ginia, the Lieutenant Governor serves as presiding 

officer of the state Senate and has the ability to 

break ties and cast decisive votes in situations when 

voting members of the Senate are deadlocked on a 

legislative measure. Fairfax is a former federal pros-
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ecutor who unsuccessfully sought the party’s nomi-

nation for Attorney General in 2013. 

In the Attorney General race, Democratic incum-

bent Attorney General Mark Herring defeated Re-

publican nominee John Adams to earn a second 

four-year term as the Commonwealth’s lawyer. Her-

ring previously represented a Loudoun County-

based district in the Virginia Senate, while Adams is 

a Navy veteran and former federal prosecutor from 

Chesterfield County. 

According to unofficial results, Northam bested Re-

publican gubernatorial nominee Ed Gillespie by 

233,388 votes out of more than 2.6 million votes 

cast, equivalent to an 8.9 percent unofficial margin 

of victory. For much of the race, polling suggested 

Northam had a durable lead. But the numbers tight-

ened considerably down the stretch, particularly 

during the final two weeks as the candidates and 

their campaigns sparred over campaign ads and tac-

tics invoking hot button issues such as immigration, 

Confederate monuments, the first year of President 

Donald J. Trump’s Administration, among other is-

sues, that saw both sides take umbrage at how op-

ponents characterized their supporters. 

Many pundits cast this year’s elections in Virginia as 

a referendum on Trump. Gillespie struck a delicate 

balance during the race, aligning some of his policy 

positions with the President, while also maintaining 

some distance from the White House. Northam and 

fellow Democrats worked to rhetorically bind Gilles-

pie to Trump at every turn. In a twist of irony, Gil-

lespie, a consultant who served as White House 

counselor to President George W. Bush and is a 

onetime chairman of the Republican Party of Virgin-

ia and the Republican National Committee, is widely 

perceived as a politician more closely aligned with 

the so-called establishment wing of the GOP. He 

previously ran for U.S. Senate in 2014, losing a close 

race to incumbent U.S. Senator Mark Warner (D). 

Virginia is one of two states – New Jersey is the oth-

er – that hold gubernatorial elections the year after 

the quadrennial presidential election. As such, the 

Commonwealth’s off-year contest is seen as a bell-

wether for the electorate’s mood heading into mid-

term congressional elections and the next presiden-

tial contest. (Virginia prohibits a sitting governor 

from succeeding himself, meaning the Common-

wealth elects a new chief executive every four 

years.) 
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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 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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