CHAPTER VI
THE CONDUCT OF ELECTIONS

Under the historical practice in England there is a definite
call for each election, based upon a writ authorizing it.*
Parliamentary elections, of course, do not occur at stated in-
tervals, but may be called at any time.

The Call of the Election. The practice in the United States
1s to hold elections for all officers, national, state, county, city
and other districts, at regular stated intervals, provided by
law. These are known as regular elections. Special elections
to fill a vacancy or to vote upon referendum questions, such
as bond issues or a new city charter, are called when required
by law or deemed necessary or expedient. Special elections
can be called only by the officer or body authorized to do so
and in the manner prescribed in the statutes. In either case,
regular or special election, the local election officer in charge
is ordinarily required to publish a notice of the fact that an
election will be held, including a list of offices to be filled.
For state elections the secretary of state publishes a notice of
the holding of the elections, which is sent to the local officers
to be published, along with the list of the local officers to be
elected.

It is highly desirable that a facsimile copy of the ballot be
advertised or distributed to the voters prior to the election,’
but the advertising and posting of the official certificate or
call of the election is a pure waste of public funds. Often the
call contains lengthy referendum propositions or constitu-
tional or charter amendments and, according to law, must be
published in newspapers for weeks at a considerable cost. As
an illustration, the school election held in Kansas City in
March 1928, cost $32,000, of which $22,800 was spent for

* Such a call is reproduced on the opposite page.
* See Chap. V., :
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By virtue of a precept from the Right
Honourable the LORD MAYOR, you
are hereby required by the Worshipful
Sir PERCY VINCENT, J.P., Alderman of
this Ward, to make your personal appear-
ance at a Wardmote to be holden before him
on Monday, the Sixteenth day of June,
1930, at Twelve o’clock noon precisely, at
The Hall of the Worshipful Company of
Salters, St. Swithin’s Lane.

For the purpose of Electing a
fit and proper person to be of the
Common Council of this Ward for the
remainder of the current year in the
room and stead of Henry Percival
Monckton, Esq., who held such Office
of Common Councilman, but who has
resigned the same.

Hereof fail not.

EDWARD KERRY GCOX,
2nd June, 1930, Ward Beadle,

‘The Vestry Hall, Vine Street,
Crutched Friars, E,C. 3.

ik NO_TE,—--Every Candidate for Election must not less than seven days before the day
of holding the Wardmote be nominated in writing by two Electors of the Ward as
Proposer and Seconder whose names must be on the Ward List.

Forms of Nomination can be obtained from the Ward Clerk, Mr. Saml. Hugh Price,
3, Bond Court, Walbrook, E.C. 4, and when completed must be lodged with him.

No person who has not been so nominated is eligible for Election.

CaLr For Lonpon CounciLMan ELECTION
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advertising. The state law required the publication of a notice
of the election for twenty consecutive days, and bond buyers
refused to buy school bonds voted upon at such elections un-
less the advertising conformed to state law in every respect.’
This large waste of public funds would be made unnecessary
by a slight change in the state election law. This is not at all
an isolated or exceptional case. In many states, changes in
city charters must be advertised for days in the newspapers,
though everyone who is informed will agree that such publi-
cation serves little or no purpose. The Canadian practice un-
der which the returning officer posts a notice at his office of
the call of the election is quite sufficient, and avoids this un-
necessary expense. In this country the election laws should
similarly provide that the call for each election shall be posted
by the secretary of state, and by the chief election officer of
the cities and counties at their respective offices, and let it
stop there. It may be advisable to publish constitutional
amendments and charter amendments in full, as well as com-
plete details of proposed bond issues, but this can be done
better in connection with the publication of the ballot.

The Frequency of Elections. All students of elections in this
country are well agreed that we are afflicted with too many
elections. Public attention and interest is frittered away by
frequent elections, one crowding upon another. Many exam-
ples were impressed upon the writer during his travels
“ throughout the country. He was told in Minneapolis, for ex-
ample, in June 1929, that already during that year there had
been held five separate and distinct elections, on separate
days, in certain wards in the city. The Illinois Commission on
the Revision of Election Laws reports that in one city in
Illinois three elections were held within eleven days.* The
writer served as an election officer in the City of Chicago for
six separate elections (including primaries) in one year, sev-

* Letter to writer from Mr. J. Seaton of the Kansas City Public Service In-
stitute,

‘ Report, 1931, p. 11.
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eral years ago. In many states there are four regular elections
held within a year—a city primary and election, and a state
and county primary and election—aside from school, special
district, and special elections, which are held from time to
time. Fortunate indeed is the community which has only two
elections (a primary and an election following) within a
single year.,

Another problem in connection with the holding of elec-
tions, of equal importance to that of the number and fre-
quency, is that of holding elections of different jurisdictions
at the same time. It is very common for state and county
elections to be held together, and usually at the same time as
national elections. Such a mingling of elections results in the
overshadowing of important local elections by the more sen-
sational national or state elections. The minor offices are lost
in the shuffle and the election becomes little more than a
form. This problem has attracted considerable attention with-
in recent years, and a few states have altered their election
laws in order to segregate elections. The ideal arrangement
would be to hold elections on a four-year cycle, with national
elections one year, state elections another, county elections
another, and city elections the remaining year. This can be
accomplished only by lengthening the terms of office to four
years, and by definitely arranging the term of all the officers
of each governmental unit so that they will coincide. Con-
gressional elections, to be sure, will have to be held bien-
nially, but a limited amount of mingling of elections is un-
avoidable.

These two objectives—that of holding fewer elections and
that of separating the elections of the several governmental
units so that they will not occur together—are somewhat op-
posed to each other. It would be easy to lump all the elec-
tions together and thereby have fewer elections. This is the
practice in a few states, notably Oregon, but the result is not
desirable. It is better to have more elections than to burden
the voter with too long a ballot at one time, confusing na-
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tional, state, county, and city issues, and thus destroying effec-
tive responsibility. On the other hand, it would be easy to
separate the elections of the various units if we did not care
how many elections we had. An ideal schedule would provide,
first, not more than one election (with an accompanying pri-
mary where necessary) annually; second, that each election
be confined, as far as practicable, to the election of the officers
of one governmental unit only; and third, a fair balance in
the number of officers and the referendum propositions to
be voted on at the several elections, so that one election would
not present an extremely long ballot and the next election a
very short one.

The steps necessary for securing such a schedule of elec-
tions may be indicated. First, longer terms of office are neces-
sary. There is already a decided trend throughout the coun-
try for longer terms. The early doctrine that “where annual
elections end, there tyranny begins” has long since been dis-
carded. Many offices now have four-year terms, but usually
no attempt has been made to make the terms of office within
the same jurisdiction coincide so as to reduce the number of
elections. Altogether, aside from the problem of election ad-
ministration, many valid considerations may be advanced in
favor of a four-year term generally for elective officers, par-
ticularly executive officers. A two-year term usually means
that the officer must start campaigning for re-election very
soon after entering office. This makes the office unattractive
to capable persons and greatly affects the work of the office.
The case of legislative bodies, whether the city council, the
county board, or the state legislature, is somewhat different.
Many well informed persons believe that a four-year term is
rather long for members of a legislative body.® There is a
growing tendency, however, for such offices to carry a four-
year term, and with no noticeable evil effect.

It is very common also for provision to be made for over-

® Professor Charles E. Merriam is doubtful of the wisdom of four-year terms
for city councils.
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lapping terms of members of city council, county boards of
commissioners, school boards, and the state legislature. The
principle of overlapping terms is designed to provide con-
tinuity of policy and to reduce political influence, and when
applied to appointive boards and commissions, may be alto-
gether salutary, but for elective legislative bodies it has little
validity. It must be borne in mind that a clean sweep of a
legislative body in an election is almost unknown. A council-
manic election, for example, in which as many as half of the
persons elected are new is highly unusual. Consequently,
overlapping terms are unnecessary. Not only are they un-
necessary, but valid objections may be raised against them.
With overlapping terms and a half or a third of the members
coming up for election at one time, it 1s difficult to conduct
the campaign upon the basis of the record of the existing coun-
cil, or to fix definitely the responsibility for the policies which
have been followed. Unquestionably the interest in munici-
pal elections is dissipated in many cities by the practice of
electing a few of the councilmen each year. Attention can be
centered more effectively, public interest better aroused, and
responsibility more definitely fixed by electing all members at
one time.” Longer terms of office should be adopted, and the
terms of office within each unit of government should be
made to coincide as a means of segregating elections and re-
ducing their number,

It is not at all uncommon for elections to be held at which
only a single officer or one or two officers are elected, and
minor officers at that. In Milwaukee, for example, the state
law, prior to 1929, required an election to be held every
spring in even numbered years, though the city charter had
been amended to provide four-year terms for municipal of-
f_iccrs, and at one election every four years only a single
justice of peace was to be elected. The city had to hold an elec-
tion at a cost of $30,000 to elect an officer whose salary was

i Gl L o
This position is maintained by Dr. Mayo Fesler, Director of the Citizens
League of Cleveland.
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$600, and whose duties had been largely removed and turned
over to the police department. The board of election com-
missioners wisely went to the legislature and secured a change
in the law whereby the justice of peace could be elected at
another time. This is not an unusual case. Similar cases have
been related to the writer in other states. A careful study
of the elections within any state will bring such cases to light.
Such elections should be abolished and the officers involved
elected at other times.

In many communities special elections are held too fre-
quently. The practice of holding a special election to fill a
vacancy is of doubtful wisdom. Vacancies should be filled by
appointment by the appropriate officer or body, either until
the expiration of the term of office, or until the next regular
election. The public should not be subjected to the added
bother and nuisance of a public election, and the expense
should be avoided. Since the vote cast is often very small,
the results secured are not satisfactory. Special elections upon
referendum questions or bond issues should be held only when
there is a real urgency or an important reason for holding
such election at a time other than at a regular election. It is
difficult, however, to safeguard against the promiscuous call-
ing of special elections by the local authorities. It is necessary
to authorize the calling of special elections, and it would
probably be unwise to attempt to hedge about or to restrict
the exercise of this power. The necessity for special elections
should be removed as far as possible. The attempt of certain
states to do away with all elections in certain years has proved
to be rather ineffective, for special elections during these off
years are common.” The better practice is to separate the elec-
tions more evenly, holding one regular election each year.

Election Precincts. In this country it is the well established
practice in nearly every state to divide the county or city into
a number of geographical districts for the purpose of holding
elections. Each elector is required to vote at the polling place

" This has been the experience in Oregon.
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of his own precinct, which by custom is ordinarily located
within the precinct, and, in cities, within a few blocks of his
residence. In some other countries large election districts are
used, even an entire city being polled as one district in a suit-
able hall centrally located. The size of the precincts greatly
influences the cost of the elections. It is quite obvious that the
larger the precincts, the smaller will be the cost. The varia-
tion in the size of election precincts among various states and
cities is extremely wide, and cannot be explained by reason
of the difference of the work in the different jurisdictions,
but is rather due to custom and to state law.

The election laws of the various states authorize some local
authority, usually the county board of commissioners or the
city council, to divide the city or county into election districts,
and regulate the exercise of this power.® Many of the more
populous states provide by law that no precinct shall contain
more than a specified number of voters, the number ranging
from two hundred in California to two thousand in Massa-
chusetts. A few states provide also for a minimum number of
voters to the precinct, prohibiting the creation of a new pre-
cinct unless there are, say, fifty voters within the territory.
Other states require that precincts shall be of compact and
contiguous territory, and often provide that precinct lines
shall not cut across congressional, state senatorial, or assem-
bly district lines. In a few states, however, specific provision is

- made authorizing the creation of precincts which contain some

territory within a city or town and some without, requiring
the keeping of separate records of the voters of each part. A
very common restriction upon the creation and alteration of
precincts is that of time, requiring any changes in precinct
boundaries to be made thirty, sixty, ninety days, or, in one
state, six months prior to the election. The purpose is to safe-
guard the voter against the alteration of the precincts for
political purposes on the eve of the election.

* Delaware and South Carolina actually divide the state into election districts
by state law.
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These various restrictions upon the local officers charged
with the creation of election precincts are, in the main, un-
wise. They serve little purpose, for it can be assumed safely
that the local city council or the board of commissioners of
the county, or other officer or board charged with this func-
tion, will perform it in such manner as to facilitate voting, and
will not abuse the power. Take, for example, the provision
that election precincts shall not contain more than three hun-
dred voters. Such a requirement in the state law makes it
necessary for the local officers to divide precincts and to re-
district when the number of voters exceeds that amount, re-
gardless of whether more precincts are actually needed. Fol-
lowing the presidential election of 1928, when an unusually
large vote was cast throughout the country, it became neces-
sary, according to state laws, for many large cities to redistrict
the entire city, creating many new precincts and altering pre-
cinct lines generally. This had to be done despite the fact that
the election officers knew full well that such a large vote
would not be cast again for several years, and that, except
for the state law, there was absolutely no necessity for redis-
tricting. This creation of many new precincts has greatly in-
creased the cost of the conduct of elections.

The great variation in the number of voters to the precinct
authorized by the state laws indicates in itself that such pro-
visions are unwise. If the precinct officers of Massachusetts
are able to take care of two thousand voters, there can be no
justification for state laws restricting the number of voters to
the precinct to two hundred in California, two hundred and
fifty in Indiana, three hundred in Washington, Oregon,
Nebraska, and Colorado, and so on. In a number of cities of
Wisconsin the public officers disregard the state law requiring
precincts to be divided when they reach five hundred voters,
and in practice permit precincts to contain as many as two
thousand voters, many precincts running over one thousand
voters. Practical experience indicates that less than half of
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the voters actually vote in most elections, and that even in
the largest elections the precinct officers can handle the voters
with ease. By failing to divide the precincts as required by
state law the cost is kept down and the elections are conducted
quite satisfactorily. This is proof of the contention that state
laws should not limit the size of precincts, leaving the size
to the discretion of the local officers.

If the state law provides that any precinct containing more
than four hundred (or other number) voters shall be divided
(based either upon the vote cast at any election or the number
of registrations), it inevitably works out that precincts must be
very appreciably smaller in size than the maximum set by state
law. The local election officers must take into account the pos-
sibility of growth in population of the precincts, and conse-
quently, when there is a redistricting, an attempt is made to
place approximately three hundred voters, say, within each
precinct. Many precincts will be smaller. With an average
of three hundred voters to the precinct, many elections, if
not most elections, will have only from one hundred to one
hundred and fifty votes cast. The result is that the precinct
officers find their work very slight—in fact, negligible during
most of the day—and the cost of elections is high in propor-
tion. A maximum set by state law of four hundred actually
results in an average vote cast per precinct in all elections of
about two hundred. The cost per precinct of conducting an
election, taking into account the salary of five or more officers
usually required, the rental of the polling place, the purchase
of supplies for the precinct, etc., usually runs from fifty dol-
lars to one hundred dollars for each election. Taking the 7
lower figure for illustration, if the precinct cost is fifty dol- |
lars and one hundred votes are cast, the cost is fifty cents per |
vote; but if instead of one hundred votes there are five hun- |
dred votes cast (which should be handled with ease by any 5
set of competent precinct officers), the cost per vote cast is |
only ten cents. The size of the precincts—the number of vot-



