The Final Florida Recount

A year after the presidential election of 2000, the nation could finally close the electoral count. A spate of commentary
 and multiple revisions of the vote culminated in an authoritative study sponsored by eight news organizations, conducted by the National Opinion Research Center of the University of Chicago. 

The final count showed that George W. Bush would remain as the winner of Florida's electoral vote, and therefore the presidency, under one limited set of rules -  those prescribed by the Florida Supreme Court in December of 2000, and blocked by the U.S. Supreme Court in its Bush  v. Gore decision. Under these rules, Bush's margin would be diminished to 493 votes, but he would still be entitled to his office.
 

Bush's title, however, rests on narrow legalistic grounds. The Florida vote was tainted by a series of errors and political interpretations. Under a full accounting, Gore most likely would be president. Distortions existed both in the votes that were counted, those that were not tallied, and those that were not cast. In the first group, votes included under court guidelines in the official tally, there are two difficulties. 

The Recount Tally. The final tally of December 2000 did not actually recount all of the state's ballots. There were the now-famous disputes over chads, hanging chads, and dimples, with different judgments among counties and counters.  If these disputes had been consistently resolved and any uniform standard applied, the NORC study show, the electoral result would have been reversed, but by the thinnest of margins. If there had been a constant statewide recount, Gore would have won, but by merely one hundred votes, approximately.  For example, if ballots were counted only if holes went completely through punch cards, Gore would win  by 115. If even "dimples" were permitted, Gore would have won by 107: 
 

The NORC recount is the best achievable analysis. However, the ballots are still subject to different interpretations. The NORC coders, even though impartial, might have introduced subjective factors to their judgments. Moreover, there were some discrepancies between the number of ballots cast and the number of ballots provided by the county election boards, potentially enough (2,288) to change the result. Under the rules of the time, then, the Florida election result was a statistical tie and a political judgment.

Absentee Ballots. The official and NORC results include some questionable absentee ballots. Largely from military personnel abroad, these votes overwhelmingly favored Bush. State law required that the absentee votes be signed and postmarked by the day of the election. However, 680 ballots were counted in violation of these clear provisions, particularly in counties favoring Bush, adding 292 votes to his margin.

Greater distortions in the Florida election came from ballots that were cast but not counted in any manner. The revised count operated under the restricted court rules, which dealt with "undervotes" - where no presidential preference had been included in the official state report by Secretary of State Harris and Governor Bush. The legally prescribed recount did not look at "overvotes" - where more than one candidate was selected. The overvotes' potential impact was far greater than all of the other considerations. If included, Bush would gain up to 35,631 votes, the ballots that included him as one of the multiple choices, but Gore would gain 80,775, and Gore would be the new President. There were two major problems associated with these overvotes. 

Ballot Design. The 113,000 "overvotes" were cast predominantly on Palm Beach county's "butterfly" ballot and Duval county's two-page ballot. Legally, these ballots could not be counted, because they did not, on the face, show a preference for only one candidate. Still, some judgments could be made. For example, a ballot in which Gore's name was written in, as well as punched, would be counted as a vote for the Democratic candidate. More generally, a common sense political analysis would indicate that these ballots should be credited to the major party candidate who received support. If this reasonable interpretation were in force, although not in keeping with legal standards, Gore would have been  the clear statewide winner. 

Electoral Machinery. Older voting machines, particularly those employing punch cards,  were harder to operate and more likely to  mangle ballots or record the vote erroneously. An estimated 120,000 votes were lost due to these machine errors, concentrated in areas where voters were poorer, black, or elderly Jews - all groups likely to support Gore.

Even more modern machinery, optical scanners, sometimes worked to Gore's disadvantage. "In those 'optical-scan' counties that transport ballots to the county seat to be tallied, black voters were almost four times as likely as whites to cast uncounted "overvotes." In those counties where optical scanners alerted voters of an erroneous second vote,  the racial disparity was sharply lower.

Disenfranchisement. The final influence on the vote was from non-voters, or more precisely the persons who were not allowed to vote. This loss of the franchise disadvantaged Gore. The U.S. Civil Rights Commission concluded that 180,000 voters had been denied their right to vote. Of this number,  54 percent were African Americans, who would surely favor Gore overwhelmingly.
 

A considerable proportion of those denied the ballot were ex-felons, who had been scrubbed from the voting rolls by a vigorous, but often inaccurate, effort of  Secretary of  State Harris.  Persons were excluded from the rolls on the basis of incomplete identification, and even when their alleged felonies were recorded as occurring in the future. At least 3,000 were ex-felons from other states, whose voting rights had been restored by their original  states - an action constitutionally binding on Florida officials. Half of these disappearing voters were black  men, again likely to vote for Gore.

In the end, there is no single statistical "reality" to the Florida vote, and the consequent presidential election. Shaped by politics as much as arithmetic, the recount results abound in irony. If the U.S. Supreme Court had allowed the recount to proceed, its evident preference for Bush would have been fulfilled, without bringing disdain upon the Court.
 If Gore's attempt to limit the recount to four presumably friendly counties had succeeded, he would have lost his effort at vindication. If the vice-president were willing to challenge the late military ballots, he would have gained considerably.  If Bush's lawyers had won their demand for a state-wide recount, they would have lost the election. The Republicans might even have been better off if they had not pursued the court case and left the ultimate decision to the constitutional process, decision by the incoming House of Representatives. There, they would have still elected Bush as president, but he would have achieved a more consensual title to his office.  

After the Florida recount, there have been some improvements in the electoral process. The state has thoroughly revised its election law, providing for uniform standards, the elimination of punch card machines, faster recounts, and more impartial administration of the polls. Other states have made similar changes, and legislation to promote federal standards are under consideration.
 More politics is the cure for the ills of politics. 

After the September 11th attacks  on the United States, there is no disposition in the United States to question the legitimacy of the Bush administration. The election of 2000 has ended, but unfortunately it ended with skepticism about the quality of the American electoral process and doubts over the rightful exercise of power in the United States. George W. Bush governs, but without the clear consent of the governed.
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