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	Electoral College Explained
November 4, 2008


I’m writing this column two weeks before the General Election where we will elect a new President of the United States.  Yes, either Barack Obama or John McCain will be our next President.  
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	Nominee

Party

Home state

Running mate
	Barack Obama

Democratic

Illinois

Joe Biden
	John McCain

Republican

Arizona

Sarah Palin


How does this election process work?  How in the world did George W. Bush win the 2000 election when Al Gore received 543,895 more votes?  What is the Electoral College and why is it used to elect the President of this country?   

When you head to the booth on November 4th, you won't actually be pulling the lever for Barack Obama or John McCain. Rather, you will be casting a ballot for a slate of electors pledged to a particular candidate, who are then supposed to vote for the person you want to be president. The number of electors in each state is equal to the number of senators (two per state) plus the number of U.S. representatives, which varies according to the state's population as determined by the Census count every ten years. Presently, the Electoral College has 538 electors — 535 for the total number of senators and representatives plus three for Washington, D.C. So today, a candidate must receive 270 electoral votes to win.
Since the most populous states have the most seats in the House of Representatives, they also have the most electors. The six states with the most electors are California (55), Texas (34), New York (31), Florida (27), Illinois (21) and Pennsylvania (21). The seven smallest states by population—Alaska, Delaware, Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, Vermont, and Wyoming—have three electors each.
State legislatures decide the manner by which electors are chosen, and not surprisingly, different states have adopted different methods. The two most common ways: either the elector is nominated by his or her state party committee (usually as a reward for years of stumping for the party) or the elector “campaigns” for the spot and a vote at the party’s convention decides the winners.

The electors meet in their respective state capitals to cast their votes for president and vice president on the Monday following the second Wednesday in December - it’s as if the founders foresaw the need for recount time. The votes are sealed and sent to the president of the Senate, who opens and reads them before Congress on January 6th.
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	The United States is the oldest continuously functioning democracy in the world. Its constitution was ratified in 1788 and has been amended only 27 times since then. The first 10 of these amendments, called the Bill of Rights, were approved in 1790. Amending the constitution is (by design) an exceptionally difficult procedure. The procedure for electing a president is spelled out in Article II.


The reason we arrived at this system is our founding fathers feared a direct winner-take-all election would be too reckless. Since travel and communication around the country was slow back then, they worried that citizens wouldn’t get sufficient information about candidates outside their state and would usually just pick someone from their region. With a direct popular vote, it is more likely that no candidate would receive a majority sufficient to govern a whole country. Even if there was a clear winner, the selection of the president would often be decided by the biggest, most populous states with little attention paid to smaller ones. The Electoral College seemed like a better way to ensure the president had a wide geographic mandate. 
Let’s take a look at the last two elections to see which states voted Republican and which states voted Democratic.
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	2000 Election
	2004 Election
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You can tell by looking at the maps above that the key states for the Democrats are New York, Pennsylvania, Michigan, Illinois, and California.  Basically, this includes the Northeast and the West Coast.  The key states for the Republicans are Texas, Florida, and all of Middle America.  In 2000, Bush lost the popular vote but won 30 states to get 271 electoral votes.  In 2004, Bush won the popular vote and 31 states to get 286 electoral votes.  In both of these elections, winning Florida was the critical factor for Bush.

Many criticisms have been leveled at this 18th Century system of electing the President. First, why have electoral votes at all? Why not just elect the president by popular vote? The reason this system has never changed is simple: politics. Smaller states with a lot of buffalo and few people, like Wyoming, benefit from it.  Since every state gets at least three electors, low-population states have proportionally far more political power than they would have in a direct election system. The fact that nearly all the low-population states are heavily Republican adds to the difficulties of changing the system. Direct election of the president would eliminate the current bias in favor of the Republicans. Getting rid of the Electoral College would require a constitutional amendment which requires not only 2/3 majorities of both houses of Congress, but also by the legislatures of 3/4 of the states. 

I like the Electoral College system of electing the President and Vice-President.  Here are some of the reasons why:
1. I think that all states should have a say in who the next President is going to be.  Without the Electoral College, big cities (like New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Los Angeles) could pretty much determine the election results.  Smaller populated Western states like Alaska and Hawaii would have no say and would know the election results long before the polls even close.

2. A direct election of the U.S. President is subject to types of fraud that are impossible under the Electoral College system. With direct elections, there would be an incentive for Utah to produce more Republican votes or Hawaii more Democratic ones. Fraud would be hard to combat because the majority party would also be responsible for counting the votes.  Any fraud in the present system must be in swing states, where the parties can keep each other in check.
3. The winner-take-all feature of the Electoral College system discourages third party efforts. In contrast, a direct election system encourages candidates to run, simply because they can. The apparent voter choice among a huge number of candidates could create a dangerous situation. Well organized minorities have a very good chance to achieve the highest or second-highest share of the votes causing a run off round. A direct election could produce a choice between the likes of Pat Buchanan and Jesse Jackson.
4. Tedious tallies - Under a direct election system, a close election nationwide could realistically depend upon absentee ballots, or upon multiple recounts anywhere. In a direct election, any of the 160,000 polling places in the U.S. could affect the outcome.
5. In the end, the current system works pretty well. For the past two hundred years or so, the Electoral College has picked a president and a vice-president, most of the time without incident.
6. The only real problem with the Electoral College system that I can see is the fact that only U.S. citizens who are residents of a state (and Washington D.C.) may vote for presidential electors. U.S. citizens that are residents of U.S. Territories and Puerto Rico don’t get to vote for the President and Vice-President or the electors.

I think we should keep the election process the same as it has always been.  There have only been four elections (John Quincy Adams in 1824, Rutherford B. Hayes in 1876, Benjamin Harrison in 1888 and George W. Bush in 2000) where the winning candidate didn’t receive the most popular votes.  All eligible voters need to get out and vote on November 4th because this is the only way we have a say on who leads our country.  If you don’t vote, please don’t complain about the idiots who got voted into office.  
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