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It is apparent in 2008 that the U.S. Presidential primary
 system is broken. The large number of states holding primaries on Tuesday, February 5, 2008 is effectively making that day a national primary over 6 months before the national nominating conventions. 

The plan described below constitutes a variation on the Delaware Plan that was nearly adopted by the Republican Party in 2000. However it deviates from that plan by:

1) Including fewer states in the 1st primary,

2) Balancing the interests of large and small states,

3) Expanding the number of primaries from 4 to 5,

4) Separating primary ordering from issues that need separate scrutiny.

A number of alternatives to the Florida-Alaska plan have been proposed. The authors suggest reading these alternatives to better appreciate the range of concerns.

The Issues

We believe the issues surrounding the scheduling of the Presidential primaries
 to be:

1) The number of valid primary dates.

2) Which states should be in each primary?

3) Should the parties continue to suggest/enforce the schedule?

4) How early should primaries start?

5) What time should elapse between primaries?

6) When should primary elections end?

7) Should block or unit voting be discouraged?

8) How the schedule is to be enforced?

1. The number of valid primary dates?

The number of primary dates interacts with the rules used to determine which states vote in each primary. This section and the next were necessarily viewed together in developing a plan. 

A good primary schedule will: 

•
maintain enthusiasm to the highest degree possible through the entire process, 

•
retain potential for those candidates without serious early funding, and 

•
allow candidate contact with ordinary votes in early “retail” campaigning. 

Small states do not have the votes to determine the winners. Their only means of influence is to control the early primaries and hope their news-making has some influence on which candidates develop staying power to collect the big state votes. Unfortunately, often all but one candidate has been beaten before all the big states vote. 

We retain the concept of allowing the small states the earliest primary, but keep the number and their voting power as low as possible without favoritism or employing a lottery approach.

Ideally early primaries are a testing ground that winnows the candidate list to two or more strong candidates in each party. We think the plan below has a better chance than the alternatives proposed so far to achieve this goal. Fifty percent (50%) of the electoral votes are reserved for the final primary.

The number of votes in the electoral college
 is used as a means of distinguishing small and large states. There are currently eight states (including D.C.) that have three electoral votes. Looking down an ascending list of states by their electoral votes we find (in 2008):
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Too many primary dates causes voter boredom – where they ask, “What now? Oh another primary. So what?” Too few primaries eliminates candidates with small pre-existing warchests. 

The Delaware Plan uses four primary dates -- probably the minimum number. We think reducing the size of the initial primary and creating a steady increase in delegates at stake is very important so we opted for five primary dates.
 

2. Which states should be in each primary?

Random selection of states for each primary date, usually with some constraints to place a disproportionate number of small states in the earlier primaries has previously been proposed.
 

We have rejected that approach for several reasons:

•
Mixing small and large states in a single primary causes candidates to ignore the smaller states because the larger states have so many more delegates at stake. 

•
Candidates may never need to become familiar with issues that affect small states.

•
Giving a state a random chance at an early date may cycle unfairness, but allowing few delegates to be committed in the early primaries seems better for the country and the parties. 

•
Unlucky states will have an incentive to “update” the rules or seek wavers.

No plan can meet all the objectives of all states. The Florida-Alaska plan, while completely satisfying none, addresses some of the concerns of both big and small states. It also keeps the initial primaries small in terms of committed delegates so their impact is basically news and publicity. Allocation of half the total vote to the final primary is very likely to help maintain voter interest.

Dispersion issues

Geographic dispersion of small states on a single primary date is potentially hard on candidates with limited travel and advertising funds. However it is more important to:

•
keep small states out of primaries with large states, 

•
keep primary order consistent from election-to-election, and 

•
keep state selection rules simple. 

Distance is becoming less of a factor with each election
.

Many candidates will probably run in all the small states, but select one or two for the bulk of their attention. The publicity that accrues to the winner in each small state is more important than the number of delegates gained. Getting any delegates can boost a candidate’s viability in the next primary. 

We also considered dispersion across political philosophies. Rural states have a generally more conservative electorate. In a primary situation a dominant conservative electorate does not prevent a liberal from winning his party’s election (and its delegates) in a very conservative state. 

The parties allocate delegates to territories who have no electoral votes. Therefore in the Florida-Alaska Plan these delegates are scheduled for selection with the closest geographic state although the parties may wish to schedule them according to their delegate allocation. In this plan Puerto Rico and the U.S Virgin Islands share Florida’s date, American Samoa, Guam, and the Northern Marianas share Hawaii’s, and Democrats Abroad shares the smallest states.

All parties need to reach a common primary schedule, thus geographic or philosophic issues should be matters for the individual parties in their respective delegate allocation. 

The Ideal

Our ideal is to allocate electoral voting power to each of five primaries according to the ratios –- 1 : 1 : 2 : 4 : 8 so that each successive primary doubles the votes of all the preceding primaries.  The purpose is to make each primary in its turn the most important event thus far. The ratios, in practice, will be a bit less than ideal, but they will allow a steady a crescendo toward the final primary.

The Rule

We propose a simple rule: States are placed on successive primary dates according to their number of votes in the electoral college. This rule will retain its validity across census changes and party allegiance changes (remember the Alaska and Hawaii swap in political alignment).

The critical element is to break the selection so that each successive primary doubles the electoral vote of the preceding primaries. A division into five primaries divided after 3, 5, 8, and 13 electoral votes comes the closest to this ideal. We chose not to try for more precision by splitting states with the same number of electoral votes into different primaries. 

Some plans
 make exceptions for New Hampshire and Iowa. We appreciate the historic contribution these states have made to the primary process. But singling them out for special treatment would justify other exceptions that could torpedo the impact of the plan’s successive doubling of the vote. It could also cause an additional primary or two in an already crowded schedule.

Applying to 2008

States with three electoral votes would be included in the first primary date along with the special case of Democrats Abroad. In 2008 the states would have been: Alaska, D. C., Delaware, Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, Vermont, and Wyoming. Thus eight states with 4.5% of the total electoral votes would have comprised the earliest valid primary.

The states with 4 and 5 electoral votes would be included in the 2nd valid primary date along with the territories of American Samoa, Guam, and the Northern Marianas. In 2008 these would have been Hawaii, Idaho, Maine, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, Nebraska, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and West Virginia. These ten states add another 8.4% of the electoral vote. With these states 12.9% have now voted.

The states with 6, 7 and 8 electoral votes would share the 3rd valid primary date. In 2008 that would have been Arkansas, Connecticut, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Mississippi, Oklahoma, Oregon. South Carolina.  These nine states add 11.5 % of the electoral vote for a total of 24.4%.

The 4th valid primary date would include states having 9 though 13 electoral votes.  In 2008 this would have been Alabama, Arizona, Colorado, Indiana, Louisiana, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Missouri, Tennessee, Virginia, Washington, and Wisconsin. These thirteen states add another 25.3 % of the electoral votes to bring the total up to 49.7% with only one primary date to go.

On the 5th and last primary date every candidate theoretically has the chance to be the winner with slightly over 50% of the electoral votes at stake. In 2008 the states of California, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Michigan, New Jersey, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and Texas and the territories of Puerto Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands would comprise this final primary. These eleven states have the votes to upset anyone’s apple cart, but most likely will make the choice in each party between two candidates who have previously shown staying power.

Some advantages of the Florida-Alaska Plan

1) Each primary has a national cross-section of regions, forcing a more presidential (national) perspective on candidates in every primary,

2) Initial primaries are limited to small states,

3) Small state early primaries would permit some low budget personal campaigning,

4) Each primary date permits roughly the same vote impact as all previous primaries,

5) A majority of the delegates will not be committed until the last primary,

6) It should hold voter interest since the final primary date will include states with half the total electoral votes,

7) The number of states at each primary date is roughly the same, and

8) No rotation of primaries is needed or desired.

Some disadvantages of the Florida-Alaska Plan

1) Candidates travel budgets may be high. However, new technology in audio and video conferencing permits townhall-like conferences across the entire United States without people leaving their homes, and

2) Regional media buys will not mesh with this primary schedule.

3. Should the parties continue to suggest the schedule?

Legislation is pending to set a primary schedule nationally.
 A nationally set primary schedule will lead to constitutional challenges and further delays in reaching a rational schedule. We think the parties are still the best vehicle to organize the schedule. They are the ones that control the enforcement mechanism by seating or not seating delegates -- so they logically must set the rules. Their success will be critically dependant on enforcement of their delegate seating rules. If states are allowed to violate a party’s primary rules without losing significant power the primary schedule will collapse, and legislation or a constitutional amendment will become the only hope.

4. How early should primaries start?

We do not feel qualified to speak to this issue. Ask folks who have run national campaigns. We recommend one primary a month and end one month before the conventions.

5. What time should elapse between primaries?

Folks who have run national campaigns should be consulted. It seems that an interval of one month may permit some respectable campaigning pertinent to that group of states. Intervals between the primaries need not be the same.

6. When should primary elections end?

Ask experienced convention delegates. We favor ending as close to the conventions as convenient.

7. Should block or unit voting be discouraged?

Assignment of all delegates for a whole state or across states to a candidate who obtains a plurality should be dropped. Statewide winner-take-all is to be particularly discouraged since this tends to prematurely eliminate candidates who have otherwise strong appeal across a number of states. If the general election winner-take-all rules were applied to many primaries, parties could easily see their strongest national candidates prematurely eliminated.

The following simple procedure will achieve the result. For each party’s primary:

1)
The top vote recipient will receive the fraction of the state’s delegates that approximates his fraction of the vote rounded to the next higher delegate. Thus if the top candidate receives 53% of the vote in a state with 50 delegates he would be assigned (50 * 0.53 = 26.5) 27 delegates.

2)
The procedure is applied to the next higher vote recipient until all the available allocated delegates have been exhausted. In the same state with 50 total delegates the next to the top vote getter gets 41% of the vote which would entitle him to (50 * 0.41 = 20.5) 21 delegates. If the final candidate gets the remaining 6% of the vote he would normally qualify for (50 * 0.06 = 3), but the are only two candidates left so that’s all he receives.

3)
Only the top vote recipients’ delegates can be committed to vote for their candidate beyond the first national convention ballot.

8. How the schedule is to be enforced?

The national parties must set rules for the conduct of their primaries and make clear how they intend to enforce them. At present delegates from states violating the rules are either partially or completely rejected. Because primaries are statewide events, national convention delegate acceptance, partial rejection or rejection is also done on a state by state basis. Delegates from a state who are selected in violation of the rules may be: 1) refused seating at the convention, 2) seated as non-voting delegates, or 3) seated as delegates with partial votes

One option is to adjust the number of delegates for a state according to its actual primary schedule. Thus states that conform to the primary schedule would receive the customary number of delegates. Nonconforming states whose primary was earlier than any suggested primary would be allocated zero delegates. States that were earlier than their normal primary date but within the whole schedule would have their delegate count revised. They would receive half the number of delegates of the state with the lowest delegate count that conformed to the date they actually used.

There are strong political incentives, considering the general election just ahead, to abrogate the rules at the last minute and allow any delegates seated full participation. This may help a candidate but destroys the potential for setting the rules at the next election. Thus adjusting the number of delegates rather than assigning partial votes is the better enforcement option. 

Delegate seating rules are critical to enforcing an orderly primary. Isolation of the seating rules from the convention is a possibility. In any event, rule enforcement is critical to regaining control of the delegate selection schedule.

� We use the term primary in this discussion to include elections, state conventions and caucuses that select delegates to the national party presidential nominating conventions.


� The authors have a MSWord summary with associated Excel workbook at � HYPERLINK "http://don.softwarenorth.net/Primary/" ��http://don.softwarenorth.net/Primary.html� in the files: Presidential Primaries – Summary.doc & Presidential Primaries – Spreadsheets.xls


� When we discuss primary schedules or primary dates we are really talking about the earliest date for delegate selection that will be accepted as valid by the party rules for full voting privileges at their national convention.


� We chose to use electoral votes to identify large and small states because this is the measure of success in November. It also represents a kind of “neutral ground” so all parties can work toward a common schedule. Each party of course has its own delegate allocation rules so the percentages given for each primary will not correspond to delegate percentages for a specific party. 


� A Excel spreadsheet called Florida-Alaska Plan Spreadsheet.xls should accompany this document.  If it does not, a copy can be retrieved at: � HYPERLINK "http://don.softwarenorth.net/Primary/" ��http://don.softwarenorth.net/Primary.html�


� See the California/American Plan, the Levin-Nelson Plan, the Dingell-Anuzis Modification, the Rotating Regional Plan, and the Texas plan in the Summary mentioned in footnote 2.


� It is now possible to organize a townhall type meeting over the telephone that connects several thousand people in their own homes to a candidate question and answer session. Properly moderated these sessions bypass the hecklers and achieve a reasonable level of “retail” contact. I suspect that by 2012 these sessions will feature the candidate answering on internet video so that the voter sees the body language accompanying each answer.


� See the Rotating Regional Primary Plan endorsed by The National Association of Secretaries of State.


� The actual states for the 2012 election will be determined by the 2010 census.


� House Bill 1523 (2007) known as the Levin-Nelson Presidential Primary Reform Bill.
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