
CHAPTER III

OVERHEAD ORGANIZATION

The problem of organization and personnel in election ad-
ministration is particularly significant. No substantial im-
provement in elections can be made without improving the
character of the election officers,without divorcing the whole
machinery from politics. In a recent judicial hearing in the
City of Chicago relative to the removal of one of the present
election commissioners, the prosecuting attorney's office of-
fered in evidence the record of over three hundred precinct
election officers who had police records, though only fifteen
out of fifty wards of the city were investigated in connection
with the hearing. While this may be considered an extreme
case, the general testimony throughout the country is to the
effect that election officers,except in a few localities, are gross-
ly incompetent and frequently corrupt. Aged persons, persons
with little education or clerical experience, political hangers
on, and, in a few cities, thugs, strong arm men, and criminals,
secure these positions. Of course, it would be foolish to look
upon all election officers as of this type. Many conscientious
and capable persons volunteer their services and are ap-
pointed. In a few communities the officers in charge of elec-
tions are particularly vigorous in making the selection of
precinct officers and capable persons are secured.

The personnel of the election office of the city or county,
the regular and extra employees, is usually drawn from the

i ranks of political workers. Where this is the case the number
, of regular and temporary employees greatly exceeds the re-

quirements of the office.The political employees in the elec-
tion office are usually lacking in clerical experience or other
qualifications which would fit them for their work. In many
cities the election office is the dumping ground for political
workers who are so poorly qualified that they cannot be
placed elsewhere. Under such circumstances, it is readily un-
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96 ELECTION ADMINISTRATION

derstandable that election administration is antiquated, ex-
pensive, and frequently corrupt.

Above the office force stands the county or city board of
election commissioners, or the single officer in charge. The

! specialboard form of organizationis customaryin more popu-
lar cities and counties. The single, ex officio officer, such as
the city or county clerk, is usually in charge of elections in
smaller cities and rural sections, though this rule will not hold
good in many states. The members of special boards of elec-
tion are usually political appointees, often placed in office to
protect the interest of the political machine and to secure
whatever patronage there may be in election jobs. Conse-
quently, with some notable exceptions, members of election
boards are poorly informed about the duties of their office,
have little grasp or interest in the various problems of a satis-
factory election administration, and are held in little esteem
in their own communities. These positions frequently pay well
and are political sinecures, eagerly sought after by the profes-
sional politician, the briefless lawyer, and the business man
who has not made a success of his private affairs. The best
managed election officesin this country are under the control
of a single commissioner or a regular city or county officer,
such as the city or county clerk or the auditor.

State Control. This defective election machinery, which we
shall consider more in detail below, is, moreover, subject to

-weak, ineffective, and sometimes unwise supervision by the
!, state. Election administration has remained almost complete-
\ ly decentralized, despite the widespread movement toward
. centralization in other governmental activities during the last

half century. The supervision of precinct officers is left to
the county or city officers, and in many states the precinct
boards are practically a law unto themselves. They usually
receiye..f1.0imtructigns other ~an the com£ila_~iol!:A state
election laws, which they cannot satisfactorily use. Ordinarily,-----

they ar~~eve~}nsp~£t~d~_~ri~~_t~~-day of the election, and
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OVERHEAD ORGANIZATION 97

frequently no pretense is made to examine th~J:~l2or~_c}yEich
th~}I:turnjn. This.~situatl0n-reidStoHagrant irregul~riti~s~

widesgread_disregard ~G?Iatio~ ofstate electio~,!~ws~~d
consider~bk-Yarilltion in the eIectlOn procedure from precmct
to preci.lli!: Thes~collihtlOns are not generally recognized
1.lnt~ontested election brings them to light. The present or-
ganization and procedure of state control needs an examina-
tion with a view to discovering where it can be strengthened
in the interest of regularity and improvement of the conduct
of elections"

At present there are two principal devices used by thestate
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elec~i?n statutes, and the plac~gK9L~~E!~g~supervi~LR9w.- ...ers "over elections in the hands of state officers. The first IS

b}aaFfhe more prevalent. Stat~-~;~;~li;d-upon as a means
of regulating the conduct of elections, and are revised from
tiI'rleto time as abuses creep in and are detected. Every legis-
lative session sees numerous election bills introduced, which
in.ltself is proof enough of the ineffectiveness of statutory
~.p.aQtments.as a means of improving election administration.
\Ji..~es~t\.te-electionlaws are tediously detailed, usually from
~ti~.llUt1.ate.dtothree hundred. printed pages in length. This
t~ttxo1,.tgbtto.be flecessary because of the great importance of
the><;.ohducfofelections and a realization of the necessity for

~~#~~br'ptand striCt administration. The vet¥~~engthofthe
eltfcti,pnlaws, however, d~trQYs their effectivegess. TIley are
rlotread by the rank and file of election officers,ahd are rarely
reag. by s1.lpervising officers. Since they are couched in legal
pbraSeolpgy, they are not readily understood when they are
read. In many states the ele~ti n laws are oorTy arranged,
and iris difficult to find what the law is on any partlcu ar su -
ject. 111practically all of the states the compilation of elec-
tion laws contains a great mass of material which does not con-
cern the precinct officer,but confuses him when he attempts to
wade,through it or to look up any particular point. Often the
pt;ocedtire set forth in the statutes is too cumbersome to be
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98 ELECTION ADMINISTRATION

followed, and is knowingly violated by the precinct officers.
In one city a government research bureau attempted to count
a group of ballots, typical of a single precinct, according to
state law and found that the task was almost impossible. The
average set of precinct officers make no such attempt. They
pay little attention to the statutes, but devise their own
method and proceed to count the ballots.

Statutory provisions, particularly where they go into great
detail and minutely prescribe administrative matters, are apt
to be wooden, inflexible, poorly adapted to specific situations
in different communities, and, on the whole, to retard or
prevent desirable improvements and experimentation. Many
provisions in election laws actually hamper or make expen-
sive the conduct of elections. The best example of this is the
common statutory limitation upon the number of voters to a

1 precinct. The number permitted usually varies from three
hundred to six hundred, though a few states permit a larger
number. These provisions are based upon the hypothesis that
the precinct officers cannot handle a larger number of voters,
and that if the local officers in charge of elections are given
discretion in the matter, they will unwisely permit the pre-
cincts to become too large and the voters will experience in-
convenience in casting their ballots. The net result is that
precincts frequently have to be divided when there is no neces-
sity for such division, and the election costs are increased
greatly thereby. In some states the local officers have gone
ahead and permitted larger precincts, contrary to state law,
with satisfactory results.

Another example may be cited to show the ineffectiveness
of election laws. It is unquestionably the will of the state that
competent, honest, and respectable election officersbe secured.
To this end the state law prescribes the qualifications for the
precinct officers in great detail, ordinarily in terms of resi-
dence, citizenship, ability to read and writer, character, etc.
The Illinois election law which applies to the City of Chicago,
for example, provides that the precinct election officers shall
be:
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OVERHEAD ORGANIZATION 99

citizens of the United States. . . of good repute and character, who
can speak, read and write the English language and be skilled in the
four fundamental rules of arithmetic, and they must be of good un-
derstanding and capable; they must reside and be householders, or
husbands and wives of householders in the city, village or incorporated
town in which they are selected to act, and they must not hold any
office or employment under the United States, the State of Illinois, or
under the county, city, village or town in which such election is held,
and they must not be candidates for any office at the next ensuing
election.'

These legal qualifications, though admirably worded, have
had little or nothing to do with the actual qualifications of
persons selected to serve as election officers in Chicago and
other cities of the state which operate under this law. They,
did not prevent the selection in 1930 of over three hundred

Ipersons with police records to serve as precinct officers. The

board of electioncommissionershas been content to turn o~er {

these positions to the party organizations to be used as spolls,
I

and in some wards to be used deliberately as a means of steal-
ing elections. The board, after dickering with the party or-
ganizatiOns and dividing up the spoils, has been content to
exarnine the applicants as to their legal qualifications, with
litdeor no COD-Cernas to their suitability as election officers.

nit is die, state policy to secure, honest aD-dcapable elec-
tion officers,something more is required tl1anrnerely statutory
provisions. The method of selection, tl1c fixing of definite '
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elections,t.he divorcement of
the personnel from political domination, the stimulation of
applications from capable persons, the care exercised by the
election officerin choosingbetween the applicants, the com- .

pensation paid, and the standing of precinct officers in the (
community: these are some of the more important factors 1

which really determine the type of persons which will be j
secured. Several of these matters involve administrativepro- i

cedures which can be dealt with better by instructions, rules,
and regulations, and by administrative supervision rather

1 The City Election Act (1885), Sec. 9.
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100 ELECTION ADMINISTRATION

than by formal statutory enactments. Unquestionably we have
gone too far in attempting to regulate every detail of election
administration by law. It would be better to remove many
details from the election laws and to leave these matters to be

covered by rules, regulations, and instructions issued by the
secretary of state or a state board of elections. Efficiency can-

not be secured in any activitYF~h~Qrganiz;~~t19~IL~1l(:Ll'rO-
cecf~Ieare--rig1¥y .I>r~scribed .12gaw. The detailed statutes
frequently serve to shield the political crook, who can always
turn to the wording of the law to justify his slipsh~d adminis-
tration or corrupt practices.'2

Aside from the detailed election statutes, a limited control
over elections is exercised by the governor, the secretary of
state, and in a few states by a state board of elections. In most
states the governor issues certain. proclamations of elections,
and signs the credentials of persons elected to Congress and
presidential electors. In many states the governor is a mem-
ber of the official canvassing board for state elections, but
these duties are formal and of slight importance. In a group
of states the governor is given the power to appoint the city
or county election boards.3 This power is of more importance,
but usually appointments are made strictly upon party recom-
mendations, which deprives the gOvernor of any appreciable
control. In a number of states he is required by law to make
appointments from party lists, and in other states custom and
tradition have produced the same result. The real selection is
ordinarily made by the party machine and the governor mere-
ly rubber stamps the appointment. Even where the governor
exercises his own judgment and makes appointments inde-
pendently of party nominations, he cannot follow up the con-
duct of registration and elections and exercise supervision.
He does not have a staff to carry out this work, and without

2 For an admirable discussion of the political effects of poorly drawn, detailed
statutes, see Charles E.Merriam and Harold F. Gosnell, American party sys-
te~. See also John M. Matthews, American state administration, p. 406.

Delaware, Kansas, Louisiana, Maryland, Missouri, Nebraska, New Jersey,
and Pennsylvania. 1,;-most of these states, however, the power of appointment is
confined to the electIOn boards of a few of the largest cities in the state.
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such a staff he is not in a position to be informed. In prac-
tical operation, his control usually ends with the appoint-
ments.

The secretary of state may be looked upon as the chief
election officer of the state. He publishes the election laws,
receives the official returns and usually tabulates the results
for the official canvassing board, certifies to the county of-
ficers in charge of printing the ballots the names of candidates
for state offices,certifies the form of the ballot and the word-
ing of referendum propositions, and attends to various other
clerical details in connection with state elections. In a number

of stat~s the secretary of state provides various forms or sup-
plies for use throughout the state. In New York he provides
registration. books and other records, while in Massachusetts
he provides the ballots for state elections and also ballot
bo}Ces.Sorrie economies would probably be made by having
the secr~tfLryof state provide a larger share of supplies and
records .inciJient:to the conduct of state and national elections,
thus buying them upon a large scale, but this is not ordinarily
looked upon ~itl1 favor by county and city election officers.J
ht Ohi.9th~ secretary of state is the chief election officer of \
t1:\~st~t~,with power 9f appointment and removal of the \
co~~tyelection;boards. He is authorized to issue rules and
regl.llation;sgoverning the conduct of elections and registra-
tions; to i.Qve~tiggttethe conduct of elections, and, in case of a
tie vote ofaI1Y county board, he may cast the deciding ballot.

,Jleretofore, t4esepowershave not resulted in any appreciable
control, but in 1928 the secretary of state removed the elec-
tion bdardin Cuyahoga County (which includes Cleveland),
and in 193° the secretary of state appointed advisory com-
mittees which d1;ewup instructions and regulations for put-
ting the nt;wpermanent registration law into effect. It would
seem quite probable that his control may increase in the fu-
tUre. ,

Six South em states have state boards of elections.4 These \

. Alabama, JSentucky, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, and Tennessee.

!II
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boards were not created, however, to exercise supervision and
control over the administration of elections throughout the
state. Their duties are strictly confined to the appointment of
county officers, and in the state of Oklahoma, to the issuance
of the state election laws. In only one state is a permanent
officemaintained. In the other states the secretary of the state
board is only a part time official,and the board does not main-
tain an office.These state election boards, with the power of
appointment of county officers throughout the state, would
appear to have been designed solely to give to the majority
party in the state the control of election administration in
every county. From the standpoint of state control and the
administration of elections, these state boards are of little
importance. They have been created to serve a partisan pur-
pose.

There is a state board of election commissioners in the state

of Indiana, consisting of the governor and two members ap-
pointed upon the nomination of the two major political par-
ties of the state. This board issues the election laws, with
interpretations and instructions where such are deemed neces-
sary, and prints the ballots for state elections.5 Its work in
the past has been largely clerical, an occasional opinion being
given on controversial legal questions relative to the con-
duct of elections. Its instructions have been largely para-
phrases of the state election laws. It has exercised little super-
vision over the conduct of elections within the state. The

members of the board are not paid a salary, and no permanent
staff is employed or office maintained. The attorney general
of Maryland is similarly required by state law to issue in-
structions to election officers and voters, which are printed
with the election laws of the state. The attorney general of
New York has substantial powers in connection with the
prosecution of election fraud cases. His officehas been given
most of the powers and duties of the former office of state
superintendent of elections, which was abolished in 192I. The

'Revised Statutes, 1926, Sec. 7466.
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officeof state superintendent of elections was a fraud detec-
tion and prevention agency, created originally in 1898 to
detect and prosecute election frauds in New York City. In
its early history it secured many convictions, but from 1912
until 1921 only five convictions were secured, though an an-
nual expenditure of over $200,000 was made. The state law!
of New York provides that the attorney general shall receive!
a copy of the printed lists of voters, a card list of voters if he '
so directs, and authorizes him to take over the prosecution
of election cases from the local prosecuting attorney when-
ever he deems this necessary.6 A division in the office of the
attorney general has been created to carry out this work, and
in the past considerable work has been done to detect and
prosecute election frauds in New York City. The effect of
placing this power in the hands of the attorney general has
been altogether beneficial, for the local prosecuting attorneys
have been forced to prosecute. By way of contrast, in Chicago
a former prosecuting attorney refused to prosecute election
cases, and for years election frauds were carried on with im-
punity.

It will be seen from the above review of the present state I
Icontrol over the administration of elections that it is inade-
I

quate and largely ineffective.Many positiveevils result.from <

the practice of attempting to regulate administrative matters
in great detail by statutes. Every contested election demon- :
strates that elections are conducted-in an incompetent and ir- .
regular manner, and there IS every reason to suppose that'
this isfhe Jule Q!her than the exception. I he su.Qstltut!on I
of instructions, rules, and regulatIOns !£l th~Elace of detailed
statut~hould i~he situation. These might be pre-
pared by administrative officers ~elected because of their ex- \
perience in election matters. Improvements could be made!
from time to time, and election officers in various communi- '

ties could be consulted. There, can be little technical improye-
ment in the administration of erections without a shift away.Election Laws, Sec. 176. ----.

- - --
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from legislative control to administratiye..superyi?io!J-"adyl,ce,
ana assIstance. ----

Numer~ objections to vesting powers of administrative
supervision in the hands of a state agency may be raised. The
creation of another state board or ~epart1!!.~illF_oJJld_heop-
posed.This would be unnecessary. The_'Y.Qrkinvolveg~ould
be do.ne very readily in the -office of the secretar of state.
If it is eSlre t at t e ru es, regu atlOns, and instructions be
issued by a board, ex-officio or special, such a body could be
created for this purpose and also to act as the officialcanvassing
board in state elections, as well as to pass upon nominating
petitions and similar matters. Probably the most satisfactory
organization would be to make the secretary of state the chief
election officerof the state, as he is already in the State of Ohio,
and vest in him these various powers, including that of making
the official canvass and proclaiming the results. AnotE~~.9E-
jection that may be raised is that the state office,particularly
thaCof a_~ngle officer such as the secr~ta£y_of ~t}!J:~,~ight
use th~--p-~ to controrerectiQiiST~~J?~rti_san. advantage.
This danger is slight so.l2.ng as re2P.2Q~.Qility-is. definitely
fixeq:-It IS imeresting to note, m thIS"connection, tila-riii~the
canadian elections one returning officer in each province, a
single officerand a member of one of the contesting parties, has
complete charge of elections in the province. He appoints his
deputies, who are also members of the same political party,
and canvasses the results of the election. This would seem to

open wide the door to sharp practices and trickery, but it has
not done so because of the very definite fixing of responsibility
for the conduct of elections.

A third objection which may be raised against stateadminis-
trative control is t~ the cleI:kun..th~retai:y of state;s ~ffice
are likely to be,1!!lin£or:roed_~bout the actual conduct ~felec-
tio~i1.and woUjdgraw llp rUle~!Llld;egufatl0ns with unneces-
sary fo~malities El-d-recl tape. These clerks can h~~ny
worse_than the st~te legislatures have. Ellready done -in this
regard. Of course, there can be no positive assurance that this
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work will be done wisely and well, but in all probability the
chief evil of the system would not be abuse of this power, but
rather the failure to use it. This has been the experience in,
Ohio, Indiana, and Maryland, where state offices now may
issue instructions, rules, and regulations. Some of the larger
election offices,particularly the ones which are well conducted,
do not need this administrative supervision from the state and
prefer to deal directly with the election laws. This may be
admitted, but, on the other hand, the election officer in the
small county or city, who has his hands full with the other
details of his office,would profit by the assistance and guid-
ance of a state office. Another objection is that it is contrary

to the principle of home fiUe to set upanother-srnt~-adrninis-
trati" e-offife='WiEIFgenerifsuperviSlon 0veith eEonCluctoRTec-
ti~Es~,thus~ll9§tirithe local officersfo'centrafc~~troCThe
answer is both a demurreraooaaen:ia:r:-1tall1iiiiSfiative rules,!
regulations, and instructions would not nec~ssarily in--Crease:

state cont~-electiol!bJ2~[}Vouli;r ra~li~~s~ange "~Fietyp~
of :ontrol. from legislative to ad!Ilinistrative, permitting
greaternrexibility, more .reaay adjustment to "the needs ot
particular sections of the state, and closer contact with the
person~ charged with the administration of elections. On the

oth#haq£!, it canngt be ~onte;nqe;clthat electionad!Ilinistr:ation
isaJocal affair. Suffrage is a state concern, and there are more
stathnd county elections thafl. there are purely local elec-
tions.Elections have been always looked upon as a state rather
than a local matter.

The ruk making and ajyisorypowers of. a",,~!&~~in
charge of elections (say, a diyi~ion in the office of secretary
of st<;tte)would be quite simiGr to that now vested in state
health departments, industrial commissions, and other state
agencies. One of th~pJ:,iugp)e duties of such an officewould be

to is~!1einstructions. for the guiqafl.ce.of precinct q§fer;:Ex-
cept 1ll a few large cities, the precinct officersnow serve with-
out any instructions except the state election laws. The intro-
duction to the «Election Instructions" of the chief electoral
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officer of the Dominion of Canada contains the following sig-
nificant statement:

The Dominion Elections Act is, like most statutes, in a form not

. readily understood by persons without legal training, and most election
, officers come within this category. In these instructions therefore an
! attempt has been made to state in as simple language as possible the
! duties and responsibilities under the statute of each election officer, sup-

plementing the directions of the statute where necessary, and warning
against errors into which election officers might be more or less easily
led.7

In England the Ministry of Health has general super-
vision over the conduct of elections, with power to issue orders,
rules, regulations, and instructions, to prescribe forms, and to

, approve or disapprove the appointment of deputy registration
. officers in the boroughs and counties. B This provides a sub-

stantial amount of central control and results in uniformity
and regularity of administration. In the Canadian provinces
a similar power is exercised by a deputy provincial secretary,
with like results. The result of greater centralization of elec-
tion and registration administration in this country would de-
pend largely upon the type of persons secured for the state
office, their vigor and tact. At the present time it is customary
in some states for the secretary of state to appoint a former
county clerk or some other similarly experienced person to
take care of the election work of the office.Though the secre-
tary of state has little power over elections, it is common for
county or city officersto call upon him for advice and instruc-
tions. Great~r centralization would introduce expert and tech-
nical supervision in the place of the present loose, ineffective,

" and usuall inex ert supervision. As long as election adminis-
\ tration isdecentralize, as ong as it is administered exclusively
\ by local ex-officioofficersas a side issue, or by politically select-

)c :Canada, Election instructions, 1928, p. 7.. A. O. Hobbs, and F. J. Ogden, Guide to the Representation of the People
Act, 1918 (London, 1918); J. Renwick Seager, Registration of voters under
the Reform Act, 1918 (London, 1918); G. P. Warner Terry, The Represen-
tation of the People Act, 1918 (London, 1918).

'",-
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-Another problem touching upon state control is the appoint-
ment of the local officersin charge of elections and registration
-assuming that one of the regular officersof the city or county
is not used. Should the city or county board of elections or
election commissioner be appointed by a state officer (usually
the governor) or by a city or county officer? If the party or-
ganizations make the actual selections, either py law or custom,
it does not matter who makes the formal appointment. But
if independent appointments are made, as is the case in a few
states, there are certain considerations which should be taken
into account. The governor of the state is usually somewhat
less amenable to the local political machine than the mayor or
other local officer. The governor is also subject to state wide
pressure to make good appointments in the largest cities, for
the results of state elections are frequently turned by the vote
in those. cities, and consequently the state at large is much
concerned. If appointments are made by local officers it is al-
most impossible to divorce the election office from machine
domination. It may be true that state appointment would only
substitute state machine control for local machine control, but
city machines are more powerful, more corrupt, and more apt
to manipulate the election in their own interest. Election

boards appbinted by the governor without dictation by party
organizatibns have been superior, on the whole, to boards
locally appointed.9 The power of appointment and removal,
if given to the governor or secretary of state, should be utilized
to insure harmonious co-operation between the local boards
and the state office.

There are certain valid arguments in favor of appointment

.This statement has been based upon the general impression that the election
boards of St. Louis, Omaha, Kansas City, and the Registration Commission of
Phila,delphia have been somewhat better than the election boards of, say, New
York City, Chicago, and Boston.

Reprinted with Permission of the Brookings Institution Press, Copyright 1934, All Rights Reserved



108 ELECTION ADMINISTRATION

of election boards by local officers.The local officer (usually
the mayor) is responsible to the citizens of the city. It may
also be urged that appointment by the governor is contrary
to the principle of home rule, though it should be borne in
mind that elections are as much a matter of the state as of the
locality. After all, the choice between local and state appoint-
ment should be made in the light of the particular situation
and history of the state rather than upon theoretical considera-
tions.

\County and City Officers. There is no well settled rule in
Ithiscountry as to whether elections and registrations should be
!administered by the city or the county. In New England the
city or town is the local unit of administration generally, and
municipal officers are placed in charge, but in the Southern
states and ten Northern states the county is given practically
exclusive jurisdiction.1° The large cities of a number of other
states have been given control over elections within their
boundaries, the county officers having control elsewhere.
Finally, in a few states there is a division of control between
city and county officers, both exercising certain powers con-
currently, or, in some states, the county officers have charge
of state and county elections and municipal officers conduct
municipal elections. Obviously this last arrangement is un-
wise, for it ordinarily requires duplicate officers, duplicate
records, and materially adds to the cost, besides causing the
voter the inconvenience of keeping registered under two sys-
tems.

The question as to whether the city or the county should be
given control of registration and elections requires considera-
tion in the light of the political organization of the state.
There are certain advantages to be derived from placing the
matter in the hands of the county officers, for they may con-
duct either state and county elections for the entire county or

10 The Northern states are: California, Colorado, Montana, Nevada, New
Jersey, North Dakota, Ohio, Oregon, Utah, and Wyoming.
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local elections for the local units, using the same office and
records.

As a general rule, elections and registrations are both han-
dled by the same office, but in the Southern states and in
Pennsylvania registration is conducted by a separate and en-
tirely distinct office.This is another unnecessary and unwise
duplication which results in increased costs, divided records,
and divided responsibility for honest elections, and at times,
in considerable friction.

There is no uniform rule as to which particular city or
county officerhas charge of elections. The city or county clerk,
except where there is a special election office,usually handles
the records, supplies, and other routine matters. In many
places the county commissioners or the city council appoint the
precinct officers, and exercise certain other powers. In a few
states the mayor, sheriff, recorder, auditor, or other local offi-
cers are given some duties in election and registration adminis-
tration. The worst possible arrangement is to divide the power
and respqnsibility among a number of offices.This inevitably
l$ads to constant bickering, lack of co-operation, irresponsi-
bility,and frequently to incompetent and inefficient adminis-
tra.ti()h.~~

,lhthe more populous cities and counties the general prac-
tice is to pt;oyide a special board of election cqihrnissioners.
Where the jurisdiction is large enough to requiJ;easpecial
office force, it is usually thought better to place control in a
special board rather than in one of the regular officers of the
county or city. The argument for a special board is that it will
be more impartial and fair, consisting of representatives of
both political parties and of persons who are not themselves
candidates for public office. For the large cities, especially

11An interesting example of the results of the division of election adminis-
tra~ion is found in New Jersey. In Hudson and Essex counties the county board
of elections, the county clerk, a superintendent of elections, the municipal
clerks, and the police departments all have a hand in the matter. All of these
offices, with one exception, vigorously opposed the permanent registration law
of 1926 because of fear that they might lose some of their functions.
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where the parties are fairly evenly divided, there is something
to be said for a special board, but elsewhere it is hardly justi-
fiable. It seems to make little or no difference that the city or
county clerk in charge of registration is himself a candidate
for public office.The responsibility for an honest administra-
tion is fixed so definitely that he does not dare to use the power
to advance his own interest. The administration of the city
or county clerk, as a rule, is more vigorous, efficient, and
economical than that of a bi-partisan board. The single officer
is more scrupulous in observing fair play to all political par-
ties and factions than is a bi-partisan board. A special board
greatly increases the expense, because it requires an extra
officeand officeforce, and usually wastes money through the
use of superfluous and incompetent clerical employees. Bi-
partisan boards have been created in many instances to provide
patronage for the party machines, and in this they have not
failed. The principal effect of a bipartisan board administra-
tion is not to guarantee honesty and integrity, but rather to
insure that the election jobs will be doled out to the faithful.

..:-

\ Boards of Election. Nine statesprovide for a countyboard of
elections or registration throughout the state,12and three states
provide for city boards throughout the state.13Various other

i states provide an election or registration board for the most
, populous cities or counties only.

Organization. The number of members of election boards
. varies from a single commissioner in Los Angeles,14 Omaha,

Rochester, and several New York counties, to five members
in San Francisco and Philadelphia. Other places, as a rule,
have three or four members, the number depending upon
whether the legislature wished the board to be evenly divided
between the two political parties or to be dominated by the

12Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland, Mississippi, New Jersey, North Carolina,
Ohio, Tennessee, and Virginia.

'"Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Virginia.
.. The chief election officer of Los Angeles is the registrar of voters.
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party in power. Milwaukee is different from the rest in that i
the board of election commissioners consists of one member

from each of the three leading political parties, which pro-
vides representation for the Socialists as well as the Republic-
ans and Democrats. This tri-party representation, extending
down to the precinct officers, has a significant effect upon the
conduct of elections. It makes collusion between the precinct
officerspractically impossible.

The use of a board instead of a single commissioner is a
corollary of the bipartisan tradition. A board is usually
deemed necessary in order to provide representation of the
two major parties, though a number of cities and counties,
including Los Angeles, Omaha, and Rochester, have excep-
tionally honest, vigorous, and fair administration under a
single commissioner. Other cities or counties which use one of
the regular officers have usually experienced similar results.
It is a well recognized principle of government that where

(the work is largely administrative in character a single execu-
tive is better than a board. The work of an election office is
almost entirely routine administration. There arise at times
difficult legal problems, but these require competent legal
advice rather than deliberation by a board of laymen. The
bipartisan board as a general rule is a machine controlled
board, and this inevitably results in placing the bitterest and
frequently tpe most unscrupulous partisans in charge of regis-
trations and elections.

The political boss of Omaha, Tom Dennison, has for years
vigorously opposed the single election commissioner law of
that city. He has repeatedly attempted to secure control of
the office,but the responsibility for honest elections is so defi-
nitely placed that the governor has not dared to appoint a" " lId "

T D
. .

gang contro e man as commlSSlOner. om enmson, m
an interview with the writer stated:

The single election commissioner has too much power. If I had
control of that officeI could elect any man to any office in Omaha
at any election. What we need is a board of election commissioners

- -
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consisting of three members, representing the different political par-
ties, and taking all of this power out of the hands of one man.

It is hardly necessary to add that with such a board the
Dennison machine could control two, if not all three, of the
members, and there would still be one-man control of elec-
tions and registrations, but that man would be the political
boss instead of the officialelection commissioner.

1 Experience seems to indicate that a single commissioner
Inormally produces a more competent and honest administra-
! tion than the familiar bipartisan board. He usually adopts a
somewhat neutral attitude between the parties and factions,
and is not apt to stoop to unfair practices or to condone illegali-
ties. His appointments, since he has direct responsibility for
the work of the precinct officers, are likely to be made with
care and with attention to the ability and integrity of the ap-
pointees. Under a single commissioner the officerecords are
usually kept up to date and in good shape, and the whole ad-
ministration is not marked by laxness, inertia, and politics
which so dominate the typical bipartisan board control.

Qualifications. The legal qualifications for membership of
election boards vary from state to state, and are of little im-
portance in determining the character of the members. Al-
most everywhere only qualified electors of the city or county
may serve, and many states debar officeholders. Persons who
are candidates for an elective office ordinarily may not serve,
while in San Francisco members of the board are prohibited

. from holding any other municipal office during their term
or for a year afterwards.15 Residence within the state for five

years is required in Milwaukee, St. Louis, and Kansas City,
and for the same length of time within the city in San Fran-
cisco. Usually, however, there is no residence requirement
other than that incident to being a qualified elector. In a few
states vague expressions of character and ability are included

'" City Charter, Art. XI, Chap. I.
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in the legal qualifications.16In practically every state where I

a board is provided it is required to be bi-partisan.
The actual qualifications also vary widely from place to

place and depend upon a number of factors, principally the
tradition of the office,the character of the party machines, and
the standard insisted upon by public opinion. In many cities
the members are selected from the group of professional pol-
iticians, and sometimes have dubious qualifications.

In a large eastern city a man who is exceptionally well
.posted about the administration of elections and registrations
stated to the writer: "We must have a very good system of
registration here to operate successfully with the type of men
whom we have running the office." The writer was advised
to talk to certain permanent office employees by another
person in the same city, "because you can't rely upon what
the members of the board tell you." In still another eastern
city the rising political boss is chairman of the board of
election commissioners, though he is more competent than

most commissioners. {
The members of the board of election inspectors in the

larger counties of Ohio (including the larger cities) are paid

a substantial compensation, and consequently are drawn from \
the ranks of the professional politicians, frequently including
the political boss himself. Where the appointment is not
dictated by the party machines, the character of the members
is fair. The position, however, is not attractive to the most
desirable type of person, for even the best boards can accom-
plish little under the existing detailed state election laws.
Outstanding persons of character and distinction are rarely {
found. on election boards. The professional politicians are tg.e\
least scrupulous and the least competent from many points
of view, but it is true that they have an interest in the work

16 For example, the legal qualifications in Maryland include, "they shall be
men of high character and integrity and of recognized business capacity."-
Acts o~ 1896, Chap. 202.
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and know what they are doing. Other persons appointed are
generally drawn from the class of briefless lawyers, retired
business men, and worn out politicians. The most competent
persons are to be found in cities which have single election
commlSSlOners.

i Selection. Members of election boards are usually ap-
pointed by the mayor of the city or the governor of the state.
,JIna few states some unusual arrangement is found. For ex-
'ample, the county judge, surrogate, and sheriff of Monroe
County, New York, appoint the single election commission-
er.17In Cook County, Illinois, the appointment was vested in
the hands of the county judgeS in an attempt to remove the
board from politics, but the result has been rather to make the
position of county judge one of the principal political offices
of the county. The officalappointment in New York City was
formerly made by the mayor. In 191I Mayor Gaynor refused
to re-appoint one of the incumbentsI9 on the ground that he
was incompetent. The party organization refused to nominate
any other person, and he continued in office. At its next
session the legislature passed a law which placed the official
appointment with the} board of aldermen,20 and since that
time the party nominees have been appointed without ques-
tion.

The election laws of a few states require appointments to
be made from nominations by the two major political parties.
In a few states only a single nominee is required, which virtu-
ally places the election in the hands of the party.21 Election

17 Election Laws, Sec. 50.
18City Election Act, Sec. 20.
19Now deceased.

2QElection Law, Sec. 30. For an account of the Kane episode see Leonard M.
Wallstein, Report on the Board of Elections of the City of New York, 1915, p.
IS if.

" 21!he. electi.on laws of the following states require appointment from party
mommatlOns (m all or a part of the state) : Kentucky, Maryland, Maine, New
Jersey, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, and Wisconsin. Some of the varia-
tions of st~te laws a~e significant. New Jersey, New York, and Ohio provide
for b.ut asmgle nomm:e, and make it compulsory for the appointing officer to
appOInt the person nomInated (N.J. Election Laws, Par. 67 j N.Y. Election Laws,
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boards practically everywhere are required to be bipartisan,
and by custom and tradition, where not required by law, the
appointing authority usually appoints the person recom-
mended by the party machines. It is uncommon for the ap-
pointing officerto make a personal selection, for he rarely cares
to incur the displeasure of the party organizations by refusing
to accede to their wishes in the matter.

Upon first glance it may appear that this practice, whether
due to custom or to law, is satisfactory, but an examination
of its practical operation reveals fundamental objections.
Selections by the party machines are made with little if any
consideration of ability, integrity, and respectability. They are
used to reward the faithful, and to place men in charge of
elections who will serve the interests of the party. Bipartisan-
ship is a weak defense against corruption and collusion of elec-
tion officials."2In many cities there is a single dominant po-
litical machine which controls both party organizations of
certain wards. The assumption that one side will watch the
other and thus prevent frauds ignores the fact that political
crooks can make bargains. The whole election machinery,
from the electiOtlcommissioner to the precinct clerk, becomes
a perquisite of the political spoilsman. No substantial improve-
ment in administration is possible without ridding the per-
sonnel from party machine domination, and this cannot be
accomplished except by divorcing the election board of the
city or county from machine control. In many places the party

Sec. 3I; Ohio General Code, Sec. 4970). In Maryland the party organization
must submit four nominees, and the governor may require, if he cares to, an-
other list (Acts of 1896, Chap. 202). In North Carolina the "state chairman of
each political party shall have the right to recommend three electors in each
county, and it shall be the duty of the state board of elections to appoint. . .
from the names th us recommended" (State Code, Sec. 5924). The Wisconsin
law for Milwaukee provides that the mayor shall appoint representatives of
the three dominant political parties, whose party affiliation has been attested to
by the respective party chairmen (Election Laws, Sec. 10.01).

" Sometimes bona fide representation of both parties is not secured. It was re-
cently disclosed that a member of the Philadelphia Registration Commission,
appointed as a representative of the Democratic party, had registered during the
preceding three years as a Republican. He later resigned.
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organizations dominate the election office to such an extent
that every important question of policy or patronage is de-
cided by the organization, and the commissioners are little
more than dummies. This situation is intolerable. It leads to

election frauds and corruption and makes impossible any de-
gree of administrative efficiency.

The most needed improvement in election and registration
administration is to secure more reputable, competent, and
honest officers all along the line from the top to the bottom.
A majority of all registration and voting frauds are com-
mitted by the officerswho are engaged to maintain the sanc-
tity of the ballot box. If the state law requires appointment of
election commissioners from party nominations, this feature
of the law should be repealed. The provision for bipartisan
representation, which appears reasonable and harmless, has
nevertheless a substantial influence in strengthening the party
organization control, and should be repealed. A single officer,
independent of partisan control as far as possible, should be
placed in charge of elections and registrations. He can be held
strictly responsible for the appointment of honest and capable
precinct officers.

Term and Salary. Members of county or city election
boards are usually appointed for a term of two, three, or four
years. The longest term is preferable. It tends to bring about
a smaller turnover, as well as a more independent board. The

" election commissioner of Omaha is appointed for a term of
only two years, which is a serious hindrance to developing
a consistent, long time policy, and places the commissioner
in an embarrassing situation every other year. Much would
be gained by increasing the term to four years. The turnover
of election boards varies from place to place, but is not very
indicative of the competence of the members. It is desirable
to have a low rate of turnover of election boards but the,
length of service is not an index to ability.

The accompanying table indicates a wide range in the salary
scale of members of election boards in some of the largest
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cities of this country. The first consideration in connection
with the salary is the amount of time expected of the com-
missioners. In Omaha, Rochester, and Los Angeles the single
commissioner is required to devote his entire time to the duties
of the office, and is paid accordingly. The commissioners of
Boston and New York are also paid a full-time salary with
the expectation that their duties will take up most of their
time. In other cities the position of election commissioner is
distinctly a part-time job, and the salary is small, though
Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Cincinnati, Chicago, St.
Louis, and Kansas City each pays $3000 annually, or more.
It is striking to compare the salary of Milwaukee ($ I 260 )
and San Francisco ($1000) with that of Kansas City ($3000)
and Cleveland ($4200).

It is unwise to provide a full-time board. The officecan be !
run more competently by a single commissioner or a chief \
clerk.23The proper scope of work of the board consists in de-
termining maj or policies, assuming responsibility for the
honesty alld. co11lpetencyof the administration, selecting the
principal§ubordinates, and handling the personnel relations.
It should also hear appeals and complaints. This work should
require only a co11lparatively small amount of time, and it is
unwise t9 pay a disproportionate salary. A high salary makes
the position. attractive to the very type of person who should
be kept oufof theoflice the professional politician or the
roan who wan.tsthe 11loney-and operates to destroy the pres-

tige value. I
Powers. The most important power of the city or county!

election offi

.

cei

..

s

.

tha

.

t O

.

(appointment and removal

.

of the office

\
.

force and the precinct officers. Unfortunately, by law or by
custom, this power .isusually delegated to the party organiza- \

tions, and the election board surrenders its principal means
ofcontrol. The most effective action which any election board

"'This is del1lonstratedby the commission in a large Eastern city. The mem-
bers are on hand most of the time, but the presence of all of them adds little
t~ ~he ,;fficiency of the office. They do not engage in clerical tasks, and the super-
VISIonISlargely left to a few employees. There is little for them to do.
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can take is to use this power to secure competent and honest
officers. It is not an easy task to recruit the required number
of precinct workers; and some offices,because of inertia rather
than subservience to the political machines, weakly resign
this power and accept the lists handed in by the organizations.

Election Boards and Commissions of Selected Cities!

! The jurisdiction of the election board of Cincinnati, Cleveland, Rochester, and
Omaha includes in each case the county in which the city is located.

2 The city clerk, the president of the common council, and the judge of the
recorder's court constitute the election board of Detroit. All three are popularly
elected.

3The election commissioner of Rochester is appointed by a board consisting of
the county judge, the special county judge, and the surrogate.

4 The election board of Denver consists of two popularly elected members and the
city clerk, who is appointed by the mayor.

This power is occasionally used in an energetic manner, with-
out regard to party recommendations, and the result is high
grade precinct officers.24In a number of states the power of
removal is expressly vested in the city or county election
office, but this power is rarely used.

The officein charge of elections for the city or county has
general supervision over the precinct or field officers,and may

24 This is particularly true of Omaha, Detroit, St. Louis, and San Francisco.

Appointed Subject to
City

No. of By whom Term Annual upon official budgetarymembers appointed (years) salary party recom- controlmendations

Boston....... 4 Mayor 4 $6,000 No Yes

New York....
5,000

4 Aldermen 2 8,000 Yes Yes
Philadelphia.. 5 Governor 4 4,000 No Yes
Baltimore. . .. 4 Governor 2 2,500 Yes Yes
Pittsburgh.... 4 Governor 4 3,000 No Yes
Cleveland. . .. 4 fSecretaryof 4 4,200 Yes No
Cincinnati.... 4 lState 4 4,200 Yes No
Chicago. . .... 3 County 4 4,000 No No

St.Louis.....
judge

4 Governor 4 3,000 No No
Detroit...... 3 (2) 2 5,000 No Yes

Milwaukee. ..
2,000

3 Mayor 3 1,260 Yes Yes
San Francisco. 5 Mayor 4 1,000 No No
Rochester... . 1 (3) 4 4,500 No Yes
Omaha....... 1 Governor 2 4,500 No Yes
Denver...... 3 (4) 4 1,000 No Yes
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train them and issue instructions. Supervision is difficult since
the election is conducted in every precinct on the same day.
As a matter of fact, the city or county office could exercise
more effective supervision than it does at present. The usual
practice is to inspect or investigate the work of the precinct
officers only upon complaint. A few inspectors could be used
with telling effect to make the rounds from precinct to pre-
cinct, especially in the sections of the city where fraud and
irregularities are suspected.25

In most states the city or county officer in charge of elec-
tions has the power, expressed or implied, to call the precinct
election officerstogether in a meeting to instruct them in their
duties. This method of instruction has been followed in a
relatively few communities, but with rather successful results
where used. In Monro"eCounty, New York, the election com-
missioner is specifically authorized by state law to hold a
school. for the instruction of precinct officers at such times as
he deems necessary, and in other counties of the state where
voting machines are used, the election commissioners are re-
quired by law to hold schools of instruction to familiarize the
precinct officers with their duties and the operation of the
IIl~chine.26The chief election officers in various parts of the
state believe that these meetings do much to improve the con-
duct of elections. Attendance is compulsory, and the precinct
inspectors are paid one dollar for attending the school, plus
car fare. Schools of instruction have also been held in other

cities from time to time when deemed necessary. In Detroit
the practice until recently has been to call together only the
officer in charge of each precinct, relying upon him to instruct
the remaining officers in their duties. In recent years, how-
ever, the entire force of precinct officers has been called to-
gether in monster meetings or schools of instruction, with
entirely successful results. The plan followed has been to

'" "Flying inspectors" are used in Omaha on election days. In San Francisco I
special deputies with cars are employed to supervise the conduct of elections,
bu~ more particularly to check up on the operation of voting machines. J

Election Laws, Sec. 252.
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call such meetings only when there are unusual situations or
new provisions in the laws to be explained. In Chicago the
election office has prepared a play, "A Day at the Polls,"
which shows how every act should be done and raises almost
every conceivable legal point. The play has proved to be
very popular, and has been presented before various public
groups, as well as the election officers.

The supplies, books, forms, and various materials of one
kind and another are usually procured by the city or county
office and distributed to the precinct officers. This is largely
a matter of purchasing and printing rather than a means of
control. It offers little opportunity to influence the conduct
of registration, though it is important in itself. The great
variation in the cost of printing and supplies indicates that
there is a considerable amount of spoils in political contracts.21
The county or city officers also provide the polling places.
Formerly these were an important item of political spoils, but
owing to the increased rental costs without a corresponding
increase in the amount paid for polling places, this is no
longer the case.28

A few election boards possess an unlimited spending power.
The more common rule is that the budget of election offices
must be approved by the legislative body of the city or county,
though the latter may not remove or reduce items specifically
called for by state law, such as the pay of the election board
and that of the precinct officersduring the days of registration
and election. It is not advisable to make the election officean

independent spending agency. If it has aoperfectly free hand,
it is not likely to scrutinize expenditures with the same eye to
economy as the body which is charged with financial responsi-
bility and with the raising of revenue. The independent elec-
tion board pays higher salaries and buys more expensive
equipment and supplies than the board whose budget is sub-
ject to review.

27 SeeChap. X.
'" For a further account of polling places, see below, Chap. VI.

---
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