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Headline: The Quest for the Elusive Youth Vote

American youth are stereotyped as being politically apathetic, but several groups are trying to reverse that belief by educating young people on issues and getting them registered to vote. 


One of these groups is MTV’s “Choose or Loose” campaign, which released a poll in March showing that 47% of young people surveyed will definitely vote in the upcoming election – 10% more than in 2000. A similar poll by online magazine U-Turn back in February shows that 73% of undergraduates surveyed at the University of Miami said that they planned on voting in November.


Results like this have not gone unnoticed by the political parties. 


Ed Gillespie, chairman of the Republican Nation Committee, told The [Catholic University] Tower: “College students will play a very important role in actively organizing college campuses throughout the country,” 


In fact, the UM College Republicans are already planning for the election. They include holding rallies, waving signs, and other events that will be finalized over the summer. 


Another UM group planning for the fall is the Council for Democracy. It will be helping the university’s administration in preparation for Presidential Debate as well as encouraging students to vote in November through T-shirt sale plus raffle, bake sale, and are attempting to bring the Florida senatorial debate to the Convocation Center.

The UM Democrats could not be reached for comment. 


Other groups have different ways to attract student voters. Rock the Vote, a non-partisan organization which uses rock music to promote voting, has teamed up with Ben & Jerry’s ice cream on a nationwide campus tour promoting voter registration. Rock the Vote’s website has links about all the major issues in the upcoming election as well as to the official sites of all the candidates. The New Voters Project, a grassroots organization that focuses on registering young rural voters, has teamed up with both MTV and World Wrestling Entertainment.


But the question remains – are these newly registered young voters being taken seriously by local candidates? Sadly, a recent study by the Center for Information and research on Civil Learning and Engagement has found that only 38% of local parties list younger voters as a priority demographic.


“It is disappointing that politicians and pundits regularly blame young people for not caring about politics,” said Ivan Frishberg, coordinator of communications for New Voters Project. “Yet, as the study indicates, local party leaders don’t seem to care about young voters.” (NVP press release 4/5/04)


Ironically enough it is the national committees for the parties that are embracing the incoming youth. The Republicans have set up a kitschy web site called Kerry vs. Kerry in which the democratic front-runner fights “himself” over the issues. While former Democratic Howard Dean recruited thousands of young voters via his web site Dean for America, but ultimately failed to get enough of them to the polls.


Dean wasn’t the only candidate to target younger voters. Ken Hechler, who is running for West Virginia secretary of state, runs a variety of kitschy, self-deprecating ads in the Charleston’s monthly tabloid Graffiti. One ad features the 89 year old riding a motorcycle; another shows him dressed as a police commando with a fly swatter threatening to swat apathetic voters.


Hechler says the purpose of the ads was to show that he is in touch with young voters, “because too many political consultants tell candidates that kids don’t pay attention to [political ads].”


Okay, so there the national committees and a few local candidates are focusing their energies on young voters. But, are these newly registered voters educated enough about the candidates and issues?


The same U-Turn survey showed that only 32% of UM students could name more than one of the four democratic contenders at running at that time, and 12% couldn’t name any. In fact, 20% didn’t know what month the election will be held.


“If people vote apathetically their vote doesn’t count for much anyway,” said Scott Wacholtz, president of the UM College Republicans.” Because, they are coming in too late into the political process.”


For those voters who do care, there are a number of different of youth oriented sites with information about the issues. For instance, Rock the Vote has links to every major topic in the upcoming election from gay marriage to terrorism as well as to the sites for all the candidates. “Choose or Lose” also has a variety of information about the candidates themselves (from Vote-smart.org) and the issues (from Publicagenda.org) as well as awarding various scholarships (up to $5000) to individuals interested in public service and grants ($1000) to groups that register young voters. 


Another way for citizens to become informed about where politicians stand is through debates. In fact, UM is holding the first Presidential Debate on September 30th at the Convocation Center, and will be holding several events with the Council for Democracy to promote the debate and get students thinking about the issues discussed therein. These events include guest speakers like James Carville, political advisor to former president Clinton and Mary Matalin, former advisor to current vice president Dick Cheney. Other events to promote both the debate and general election are still being worked out. 


No definitive plans have been announced as to how student tickets will be distributed, but a lottery system is currently being considered. Though other ideas such as an essay contest have been suggested (Miami Hurricane 4/23). Whichever system the administration chooses will be announced later this summer.


“In order to truly connect with young voters,” said Daniel Shea, director of the Center for Political Participation at Allegheny College (Pittsburgh, Pa), “parties must develop novel approaches. It is time for local parties to step outside the box.” (Press release NVP, 4/05/04).
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