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The Electoral College is an antidemocratic relic. Everyone who remembers 2000 knows that 1t
can lead to the election of the candidate who loses the popular vote as president. But the
Electoral College's other serious flaws are perhaps even more debilitating for a democracy. It
focuses presidential elections on just a handful of battleground states, and pushes the rest of
the nation's voters to the sidelines.

There is an innovative new proposal for states to take the lead in undoing the Electoral
College. Legislatures across the country should get behind it.

Both parties should have reason to fear the college's perverse effects, In 2000, the Democrats
lost out. But in 2004, a shift of 60,000 votes in Ohio would have elected Jobhn Kerry, even
though he lost the national popular vote decisively.

Just as serious is the way the Electoral College distorts presidential campaigns. Candidates
have no incentive to campaign in, or address the concerns of, states that reliably vote for a
particular party. In recent years, the battleground in presidential elections has shrunk
drastically. In 1960, 24 states, with 327 electoral votes, were battleground states, according to
estimates by National Popular Vote, the bipartisan coalition making the new proposal. In
2004, only 13 states, with 159 electoral votes, were. As a result, campaigns and national
priorities are stacked in favor of a few strategic states. Ethanol fuel, a pet issue of lowa
farmers, is discussed a lot. But issues of equal concern fo states like Alabama, California,
New York and Indiana are not.

The Electoral College discourages turnout because voters in two-thirds of the nation know
well before Election Day who will win their states. It also discriminates among voters by
weighing presidential votes unequally. A Wyoming voter has about four times as much
impact on selecting that state’s electors as a California voter does on selecting that state's.

The answer to all of these problems 1s direct election of the president. Past attempts to abolish
the Electoral College by amending the Constitution have run info difficuity. But National
Popular Vote, which includes several former members of Congress, 1s offering an ingenious
solution that would not require a constitutional amendment. It proposes that states commit to
casting their electoral votes for the winner of the national popular vote. These promises would
become binding only when states representing a majority of the Electoral College signed on.
Then any candidate who won the popular vote would be sure to win the White House.

The coalition is starting out by trving to have laws passed in Illinois and a few other states.
Americans are rightly cautious about tinkering with mechanisms established by the
Constitution. But throughout the nation's history, there have been a series of reforms affecting
how elections are conducted, like the ones that gave blacks and women the vote and provided
for the direct election of United States senators. Sidestepping the Electoral College would be
in this worthy tradition of making American democracy more democratic.
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Four times since the framers met in Philadelphia in 1787, the presidency has gone to the candidate on the
losing end of the popular vote. The republic still stands.

That’s hardly a compelling argument for leaving things as they are. The Electoral College less than
perfectly reflects the will of the people, and the threat of the “faithless elector” who tips an election the
way his partisan bias dictates is real, if remote. Both threats would vanish if the election automatically
went to the candidate for whom most registered voters pulled the lever.

This is the point at which the conversation normally would turn to amending the federal Constitution to
abolish the Electoral College. But the state Senate has just passed a bill that would achieve a comparable
effect by simple statute.

The hill provides that, if enough states join in to command a majority in the Electoral College, alf of
North Carolina’s electoral votes will be awarded to the winner of the popular vote — not the statewide
winner, but the one who wins nationwide. More than 40 states are already looking at substantiaily the
same bill.

If it works as planned, the problem goes away, with no violence done to the Constitution.

Something eise happens, too. North Carolina will less often find itself in political obscurity when the
nation chooses its top leader.

During the 2000 election, one analyst noted that the candidates were focusing most of their time and
effort on 11 swing states. Ironically, only three of those had more electoral votes than North Carolina,
which was not one of the 11. If candidates understand that they have a real shot at our 15 electoral votes
right up until the polls close on that fateful Tuesday in November, we are unlikely to be shrugged off or
taken for granted again,

The arguments against it are no stronger than those for retaining the Electoral College in all its supreme
majesty: (1) it’s different; and (2) it means that North Carolina could end up giving its 15 votes to
someone not favored by the majority of Tar Heel voters. The first argument lacks heft. The second would
make perfect sense, but only if one could ignore the fact that presidential elections are held to enable
individual Americans to put someone in the White House, not merely to express each state’s collective
pique or pleasure.

This is worth a try — for the sake of simplicity and fairness, and in the interest of raising our state’s
political profile.



