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Learning Lessons from
the U.S. Elections

The eyes of the world were fixed on
recounts and judicial twists in the
2000 U.S. presidential election for

weeks last fall. When the suspense finally
lifted and a winner emerged, the experi-
ence left Americans wiser and more
educated about their own democracy.

“This was not a constitutional crisis
as some have said, nor was it an indict-
ment of our democratic process. But
there were definitely valuable lessons
learned from an unprecedented turn of
events,” said Charles Costello, The Carter
Center’s Democracy Program director.

The existence of outdated voting
technology in some states, the effects of
decentralizing electoral administration
among independent states and counties,
the potential shortcomings of the electoral
college system, and the impact of every
single vote were the focus of nonstop
public discourse and media commentary.

“It shows that when a population
takes its elections for granted, as we have
in the United States for a long time, it
may not look closely enough at voting
technology and procedural deficiencies
that can become magnified in a very close
race,” said Dr. Jennifer McCoy, director
of the Center’s Latin American and
Caribbean Program, which has organized
election observations in the Western
Hemisphere.

A pioneer in observing and mediating
elections, The Carter Center has under-
taken missions to some 30 elections in 20
countries in Latin America, Asia, and
Africa since 1989. To support the
development of international standards for
free and fair elections, Carter Center
observer delegations always have in-
cluded representatives from as many
countries as possible. Observers’ reputa-
tion for neutrality and their presence help
to build confidence in the electoral pro-
cess and reassure voters they can safely
and secretly cast their ballots.

Guided by international standards,
delegations publicize conclusions about
the fairness of an election – from voter

registration through campaigning, voting,
counting, and judicial appeals. Their
statements can influence voters’ accep-
tance of election results and whether a
nation is welcomed into the worldwide
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technology: 60-year-old lever machines,
40-year-old punchcard systems, and 20-
year-old optically scanned paper ballots.
These are then counted on a countywide
and statewide basis. In contrast, Venezu-
ela uses optical scanners that then trans-
mit results electronically to a central
headquarters to learn nationwide results
almost instantly. Brazil uses even more
state-of-the-art touch-screen machines,
with candidates’ pictures for illiterate
voters.

Not only should technol-
ogy be updated, but it should
be more uniform, an issue
brought to the fore by the
now famous “butterfly” ballot
used in West Palm Beach
County, Florida. Nationwide,
there were literally dozens of
different combinations of
ballot design, name place-
ment, and methods of casting
and counting ballots.

According to Dr. McCoy,
the United States has a more
decentralized election admin-
istration than any of the 20
countries where The Carter
Center has observed elections
— due to both the constitu-
tional authority awarded to states to
conduct elections and the state-based
Electoral College.

“We believe there needs to be much
more procedural uniformity to guarantee
voters’ rights. The role of the federal
government in elections basically is
limited to campaign finance,” Costello
said. “The rules of play are governed by
state electoral codes, but counties
throughout each state actually conduct
the elections.”

He noted there are positive features to
a decentralized election administration,
including the absence of a federal bureau-
cracy, little or no risk that the seated
administration in Washington, D.C., can
control or manipulate the election, and the
opportunity for states and counties to be
flexible to local conditions.

“But the U.S. system has become so

decentralized that there is too much
variation in quality and technical stan-
dards,” he said. “The states should come
together to standardize electoral pro-
cesses in the same way that states agree
to standardize laws affecting commerce.”

Revisiting the Electoral College

People in the U.S. also are taking a
fresh look at the role of the Electoral

College system, which gives each state a
largely population-based number of
electors who actually cast votes for the
president based on the popular vote in

each state. With the exception of two
states, the system is “winner take all,”
with the candidate who gets the most
votes in the state winning all of that
state’s electoral votes.

“Many people around the world
became aware for the first time that the
U.S. president isn’t elected by the popular
vote, but indirectly, by an electoral
college. Being able to come to power with
a minority of the votes, as happened in
2000, sounds fishy to people abroad who
have been victimized by rigged elections,”
said Costello.

The Electoral College system was
one of many political compromises
agreed upon when the U.S. Constitution
was written in the 18th century. Many say
that today’s international standards of
democracy argue for direct popular
national election of the president, rather

than on a state-by-state basis. Dr. McCoy
and Costello agree that the Electoral Col-
lege is anachronistic in the 21st century
and should be abolished. But they also
note the political challenge of changing
this system, which would require a con-
stitutional amendment approved by
Congress and ratified by three-fourths of
the states.

Setting an Example

Despite difficulties in the presidential
election, the U.S. continued to set

some positive examples for the rest of the
world. One of those was the
peaceful transition of power,
which separates the U.S.
from countries where vio-
lence routinely surrounds
elections.

“The Carter Center’s
message in the United States
was similar to what we often
say abroad when the result of
an election is immediately un-
clear, or when a close race
creates danger of civil unrest
or a struggle for power.
Jimmy Carter urges people to
be patient and have confi-
dence in the system and the
laws that govern the pro-
cess,” Costello said. “We

generally advise parties to keep political
passions from becoming inflamed by being
careful about their public discourse. And
we advise governments to let the legal
process run its course and allow the
judicial system to work.”

Another lesson was that an indepen-
dent judiciary is absolutely crucial to
resolving disputes peacefully. “You must
have well-established rules and institutions
that have earned the trust and confidence
of the people,” Dr. McCoy said. “Al-
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U.S. Observers Abroad

As recounts commenced and the
appeals process snowballed,

governments worldwide offered to send
election monitors to Florida. Some of
these offers were serious; others, such as
the one from Cuba, were intended to
mock our system. But Costello and Dr.
McCoy agreed that despite jokes about

Strategies for Improving U.S. Elections

American-based election observation organizations were not called upon to observe the U.S. elections. Nonetheless, develop-
ments in Florida compelled professional election observers to begin looking at ways to address clear deficiencies.

       “The debacle in Florida set in motion a sincere and intense process of self-reflection here in the United States,” said
Costello. “One of the basic tenets of democracy is that the government must be responsive to its people; and right now the people
are calling for improvements that can ensure, beyond doubt, that their votes will count.”

Costello and Dr. McCoy suggested the following for improving the U.S. electoral system in three main areas — voting proce-
dures, dispute resolution, and campaign finance.

Voting Procedures
�Create uniform voting procedures and technology within states and perhaps nationwide.
�Replace antiquated voting machinery with more reliable technology and make it available in all communities, rich or poor.
�Conduct simulations of the voting systems to test their reliability and accuracy before elections.
�Provide voting systems that let voters know whether they have followed proper procedure and immediately correct mistakes.
�Create an information-sharing system among counties within a state and among states to cross-check voter registration to
eliminate duplications, deceased registrants, and other errors.

Dispute Resolution
�Have state laws and regulations in place before an election to dictate the conditions under which recounts and revotes would
occur and how to conduct them, setting specific standards for valid votes.
�Establish bi-partisan commissions in each state responsible for adjudicating disputes about the vote count.
�Bar partisan campaign activities by public officials with possible election supervisory responsibilities.

Campaign and Campaign Finance
�Restructure the presidential debate rules to include more alternative candidates, with reasonable criteria for qualifications.
�Reform campaign financing laws to diminish the disproportionate influence of money in determining who can afford the cost of
running for public office.
�Ban the use of “soft money” for federal election activities. Currently, a loophole in the law allows parties to raise funds from
individuals or groups otherwise prohibited from donating to federal election campaigns and in amounts exceeding federal limits.
Political parties are accused of using this “soft money” to support federal campaigns, which is an unlawful use of the funds.
�Require full disclosure of sponsors and sources of funds for so-called “issue ads” (political advertising by groups other than
political parties) in both print and broadcast media.
�Provide federal matching funds for Congressional candidates’ campaign costs, as currently exists only for presidential cam-
paigns.
�Make reasonable amounts of free media air time available to candidates, matched by limits on political advertising. Reimburse-
ment from public funds or tax deductions for donated time could finance this.

continued on Page 4

the United States needing observers, the
2000 race did not tarnish the reputation or
future work of U.S. election observers
abroad.

“Many reporters asked us if this
wouw4897 -1. bage TutaCaaske Censke’s crobs-abroadbility us ajT*ganizor
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Voters at the June 29-July 3, 2000
Mexican elections

PEACE

The Carter Center, along with
UNICEF, Uganda’s Acholi com-
munity, and the governments of

Sudan, Uganda, Canada, Egypt, and
Libya, continue an intensive effort to end
fighting in northern Uganda and restore
peace to the region.

Since the Center’s Conflict Resolution
Program and President Carter negotiated
the Nairobi Agreement between the
governments of Sudan and Uganda in
December 1998, all prisoners of war have
been exchanged. Discussions also have
continued with Ugandan rebel leader
Joseph Kony, head of the Sudan-based
Lord’s Resistance Army.

Learning Lessons

Seeing Ourselves Through
Others’ Eyes
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Nations Celebrate Progress Against Guinea Worm

The Guinea worm (dracunculiasis)
might as well have been thousands
of feet long in 1986, for it stretched

over 20 Asian and African countries, infect-
ing 3.2 million people.

But today, it is a different story – at
least for Cameroon, Chad,
India, Kenya, Pakistan,
Senegal, and Yemen.
These nations have been
Guinea worm free for at
least one year, prompting
recognition from President
Jimmy Carter and Dr.
Donald Hopkins, associate
executive director of The
Carter Center’s Health
Programs, at a Guinea
Worm Eradication
Ceremony held in their
honor at the Center last July.

The effort to eradicate the disease
began with an initiative by the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in
1980. In 1986 The Carter Center’s Global 2000
Program, partnering with the CDC, the World
Health Organization (WHO), and UNICEF,

became the lead advocate for the global
eradication campaign.

The disease infects people who drink
water contaminated with tiny water fleas
carrying Guinea worm larvae. Nearly a year

later, the 2- to 3-foot long
worm slowly emerges,
penetrating the skin
through a blister.

Although there is no
cure, chemically treating
ponds, straining water or
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provides six $10,000 grants, allowing print
and broadcast journalists to study a select-
ed mental health or mental illness topic.

The recipients will present their
completed projects in September 2001.
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U.S. Surgeon General
Dr. David Satcher

Satcher: Ethnic Minorities Lack Adequate Mental Health Care

Less than half of Americans with


