OUTLINE NOTES ON ELECTIONS

I. The Nominating Process

The Constitution set up the U.S. government so a few people represent the entire nation.  We elect these people in relatively frequent elections.  The first step toward being elected is being nominated.

1.   Self –Announcement – 

2. The Caucus – is a meeting of people who think alike about government.

1. The Convention – replaced most caucuses by the middle of the 1800’s.  It is a meeting of delegates or representatives of a political party.  

2. The Direct Primary – members of a political party hold an election to choose a candidate.  

a.  There are three kinds of direct primaries:

· Closed primary – 

· Open primary – 

· Runoff primary – 

b. Primaries cost a lot of money.  They also bring out arguments among members of the same party that can be very damaging.  (i.e. Fob James and Winton Blount in the last gubernatorial election)  These battles can become so bitter that they drive away potential voters.

3. Nomination by petition – a candidate can be nominated by petition, however the number of votes necessary varies from state to state.  In the 1996 presidential election for example, someone who wanted to be on the Alabama ballot would have had to have collected 35,000 signatures.  This is considered to be among the top five in level of difficulty for the candidate to be included.  It shuts out potential third party candidates and maintains the two party system.

II. Elections

Once nominated the candidates must face each other in general elections.  These are the final elections where voters choose the person who will take office.

a. Holding elections – Elections are scheduled in advance or at fixed intervals that cannot be changed by the party in power.  It does not make any difference if the country is in a state of crisis, when the calendar calls for an election, we have an election.

· Coattail effect – 

b. The Ballot

a. Ballot is printed at public expense

b. Lists all the candidates

c. One ballot per voter

d. Keeps the voter’s decisions private (secret)  

· Some ballots group all the candidates running for an office together regardless of party- called the office-group ballot.  Alabama uses this approach although there is also an option of casting a straight ticket vote.

· Other ballots list each parties candidates in a column.  This encourages people to vote for the party rather than individuals.  

· Straight –ticket voting 

· Casting the Ballot – Voting

· Voters cast their vote at the precinct or voting district in which they live.

· The precinct will have polling places or buildings designated for voters to cast their ballots.  Hillcrest High School is one such location.

· Some states allow voting by mail, some use voting machines and some are experimenting with computer voting.  Alabama uses scantron forms and a scantron reader.

c. Money and the Election

· Can make the process less honest but makes it possible for candidates to get their messages to the voters.  

· Buys everything from television time to pamphlets, buttons, and posters.  

· How much is spent depends on the office, the candidate, and the opposing candidates and their budgets.

· Sources of Campaign funding:

1. the candidates themselves – 

2. Individuals – give for many reasons.  They believe in the party or the candidate.  Others may want to influence policy decisions.  Some even give to both sides so they have some influence no matter who wins.

3. Groups – Political Action Committees (PACS) – 

· Regulating Campaign Finance

Congress created the Federal Election Commission (FEC) just after the Watergate scandal in order to better regulate the money coming in to candidates in national elections.  Unfortunately all it accomplished was to bring the under- the -table donations out in the open and since its creation, multitudes of PACS have appeared.

Rules:

1. candidates must disclose where their donations came from and limits were established on how much one person or group could give.  Individual limit is $100 in cash.  People from other countries may not donate at all.

2. Neither corporations nor labor unions may donate directly to the candidates but PACs representing these groups can make contributions.

3. Congress limits how much the candidate may spend in a presidential campaign.  These limits however only apply to those who accept federal matching money that is available to anyone who can raise $100,000 from individuals in 20 different states.  Some presidential candidates have chosen not to seek federal funds and spend their own money in order to bypass the spending limits.  These have included multimillionaires Ross Perot and Steve Forbes.

How to Run for Political Office

Organize a citizens’ committee- 

“Citizens for Smith.”
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