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FOR CATHY


JUDGE PETER B. ABELE

THE CONCEPT FOR this book arose out of a conversation between myself and my colleague on the bench, Judge Peter Abele. We thought that it was too bad there was no really useful book on how to run a local campaign. Both of us held elective office and both of our families had been involved in local politics for years. We have learned a lot about local electioneering, by word of mouth or from learning by doing, but there was never any good book on local elections.

Since one of us is a Republican and the other a Democrat, we felt we could add a certain perspective not available to a single author. Since local elections are where newcomers to elective office usually begin, we decided to write a book that would tell people “how to win a local election.” We deciced on that as the title and began our research.

We worked together to present the material in a nonpartisan way. Many of the insights, the suggestions, and the stories from our own experience are the result of our joint effort and analysis.

Although Pete Abele contributed significantly to the conceptual framework of this book, as it turned out, most of the writing of the book was done by me. Because of this, Pete felt it would be inappropriate for him to be listed as co-author. I, on the other hand, feel it would be absolutely inappropriate for this book to be published without his rather significant contribution being recognized.

—Lawrence Grey
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“No man undertakes a trade he has not learned, even the meanest; yet everyone thinks himself sufficiently qualified for the hardest of all trades—that of government.”

—Socrates


FOREWORD

THE WHOLE PROCESS of American democracy starts at the local level. I can’t think of any part of the political spectrum of our country that is more important than those elections for county supervisor, school board member, zoning board, mayor, or any of the dozens of other local offices that are voted on each year. These elections can and do affect the average voter as much as or even more than the highly visible campaigns for Congress, the Senate, and even the Presidency.

Judge Lawrence Grey has written a thorough handbook for the American man or woman who decides that by running for office he or she can make a difference in the life of the community. How to Win a Local Election is a detailed, step-by-step guide that shows the potential candidate the hows and whys of campaigning from the decision to run to the victory party. There are discussions of campaign themes and strategies, financing, finding and training campaign volunteers, advertising, yard signs and billboards, going door to door; the book is not only complete, but also very readable.

The book is useful for Republicans, Democrats, and Independents. It points out the pitfalls, it details the hard work involved in running for office, and it recognizes the rewards of service to the community. Its lessons apply not only to the first-time candidate, but to anyone who wants to run an efficient, effective, and successful campaign.

—Haley Barbour
Former Chairman, Republican National Committee


FOREWORD

MOST PEOPLE—PERHAPS fewer people today than in the past—see a public life as one of the highest aspirations anyone can hope to achieve. However, politics and politicians are both admired and reviled at the same time in America. We exult in building them up and rejoice in tearing them down over the smallest transgressions. It makes you wonder sometimes why anyone would want to seek a political career in the first place. Politicians are men and women who have a vision for the future and who are not obsessed with the demands of the present. They have a willingness to consider the future impact of decisions made today, and even a willingness to sacrifice on behalf of that future.

This attitude can be found in any politicians at any level of government. They see a problem that they want to work to fix—be it large or small, local or national—and they take on the challenge of correcting that problem, not for them and their family today, but to prevent that problem from continuing to affect every family in the community.

Every good politician I have ever met has always been a builder. They strive to unite people in the pursuit of the common good. Good politicians are people who are willing not just to find flaws, but people who are willing to roll up their sleeves and go to work every day to find real solutions to the problems facing us.

Fortunately, most people who enter politics do so for good reasons—regardless of party. They want to solve problems. They want to build, not tear down. They appeal to what Abraham Lincoln called “the better angels of our nature”—our optimism, our hopes, our solidarity, our sense of community, our sense of compassion. To turn that sense into action is what an election campaign is all about. The next question is, how do you win an election? While there are any number of books about winning elections on the national level, that’s not where most people begin their careers in politics. They start out much closer to home, in school board elections, town councils, and county legislatures.

In this book, Judge Lawrence Grey sets forth an excellent guide to winning a local election. Although formulating and expressing one’s beliefs is relatively easy, spreading the word about these views is often difficult. Putting on a campaign can be quite daunting. This book takes some of the fear out of running for office by explaining the process in clear steps. At the same time, Judge Grey does not oversimplify things, nor make them seem easier than they actually are. Campaigns take a great deal of energy and hard work.

I have been through several local races. I managed two Chicago mayoral campaigns and served as a precinct captain in the 44th Ward Organization in the city of Chicago. I even ran for Congress—I lost in the primary. I wish this book was around back then to help me on some of those campaigns.

In a day where money has too much say in who wins and loses elections, this book offers the average person a chance. How to Win a Local Election will give anyone who dreams of building a better future for their community the opportunity to act on that dream.

—David Wilhelm
Former Chairman, Democratic National Committee


INTRODUCTION

THE UNITED STATES is a very democratic society. There are about 537,000 elective offices nationwide. While a great amount of money and effort is spent going after the status jobs like congressman, what happens locally is probably more important to the average voter. The trade deficit, our foreign relations with China, and the Federal Reserve Bank’s discount rate are all important, of course, but probably not as important as having your garbage picked up or the zoning laws fairly applied. This book is about how to win those very important local elections.

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY A LOCAL ELECTION?

When we talk about a local election, we are not talking about geography; we are talking about an attitude. We are not talking about selling your soul to raise a lot of money so you can hire spin doctors and media consultants. We are talking about a campaign where you, and your friends and supporters, go out and bring your message directly to the voters. We do not ignore media or direct mail techniques, of course, but when we speak of a local election we mean a campaign where you, as a person, go out and get people to vote for you because they know you and like what you stand for. We are talking about democracy in its purest form.

WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?

This book is for the person who is interested in the local community and wants to win a local election and serve the public in that office. It is not for someone who wants to run only to promote debate on an issue or to advance some cause. This book is not about losing in a good fight. It is about fighting the good fight and winning!

In writing it, we have made a few assumptions. One is that the reader is a first-time candidate for public office. As such, some of this material is quite basic and readers who have been involved in campaigning before might find parts of it too elementary. However, this book also contains comprehensive information and advice on virtually every aspect of the political process so even experienced readers will find it helpful.

This is a how-to book. It will tell you how to do the things that will get you elected—the important things like how to get your name on the ballot. We also talk about the apparently trivial matters, like getting a map of the district, yet these minor points are not trivial at all, but absolutely critical to a successful race.

To some extent, this is as much of a must-do book as it is a how-to book. We are not simply telling you how to do things; we are telling you the things you must do to win. Winning is not, as Vince Lombardi said, the only thing, but there is no sense in making a run for elective office unless you are intent on winning. Keep in mind that this book is really nothing more than a lot of good advice. Good advice that is not followed, however, is like good intentions, and as my mother used to say, “The road to Hell is paved with good intentions.”

There is such a wide variety of offices, different geographical areas, separate elections laws for each state, and peculiar local conditions, so not everything we say will apply to your election. If, as you read this book, you seethat the topic we are discussing will apply in your local race, pay attention to what we suggest. We are not merely suggesting that you try it. We are saying that you probably must do it to win the election.

Warning!
You Cannot Rely Only on What We Say Here!

Occasionally you will see this warning in the book. When you see it, pay particular attention to our comments about checking the local requirements. Each state has its own elections and campaign ethics laws, and these laws fill a book of over a thousand pages, so they cannot be listed here. Even if we could list every requirement for every state and locality, these laws are continually changing and what we say would be out of date by the time this book is published. When you see this warning, it is because our research has shown that first-time candidates often have problems in the area we are discussing, so always make sure to check the local regulations as they apply in your election.

LOCAL ISSUES CAMPAIGNS

“All politics is local,” said Tip O’Neil, former Speaker of the House. We have written this book using the candidate as the focus of our discussion, but there are many local campaigns involving issues, such as township zoning or a local tax levy for the library. If you are interested in a local issue rather than an office, you will still find most of what we say helpful in organizing and winning the election. The only difference between a candidate race and an issue race is that in one you are trying to sell a person and the other you are trying to sell an idea. The mechanics of reaching out to the voters is much the same.

We have decided, as a matter of editorial choice, to write this book in terms of a candidate’s election to make it more readable and to avoid clutter. It would be very distracting to the reader to keep flopping back and forth between candidate elections and issues elections, particularly so when most of what we have to say is true for both kinds of races.

For example, when we talk about getting a map of the district or organizing volunteers, the work to be done is virtually identical, so there is no need to discuss an issues campaign separately. Where there is a need to mention issues campaigns separately, we will talk about the differences. For example, candidates must file financial reporting statements. Political committees formed to promote an issue on the ballot must also file in many states, but the reporting requirements are sometimes different.

We will occasionally comment on those differences as they specifically relate to a local issue election campaign, but just about everything we say here about how to win a candidate’s race will apply to an issues campaign, too.

STORIES

To illustrate the points we want to make and to keep the book interesting to the reader, we will occasionally tell a story to demonstrate a point. A lot of these stories will be about mistakes, and the authors frankly concede that we regard ourselves somewhat qualified to write this book because, as the boast goes, “We have done it all.” In doing it all, we have been very successful but also have made almost all the mistakes a candidate might make. We have learned from our mistakes, and wish to share them so you can avoid the same pitfalls and capitalize on the same successes.

All these stories are true and happened to one of us, but this book is being jointly written, and it is difficult to tell these stories in the third person plural. The editorial “we” too often sounds like the imperial “We.” So when you see something like, “Once when I was running for . . . ,” it does not matter which one of us it was, as long as you get the point we want to make.

THE OLD HAND

Throughout this book we will suggest that you talk to an old hand, some veteran of the local political wars. This is one of the best ways to learn about any institution. If you want to know how hospitals really work, for example, a nurse with twenty-five years experience on the floor would be a better source than a staff physician or a hospital administrator. A sergeant knows more than a general about some things. In politics, it is the same way.

You can learn an awful lot from some old hand who has experience in campaigns in your local area. An old hand can help you avoid mistakes, and give you insights into how things really work. Like most of the advice in this book, we have done for ourselves what we suggest you do. We have always had the help of an old hand in our races, and we had one help in writing this book.

Our old hand is Anne Mary “Nancy” Watson who has been involved in political campaigns all her life. Over the last thirty years, she, too, has done it all, from being a paid professional staff member on congressional and senatorial campaigns to being an advisor and volunteer in local races. Virtually every chapter in this book has been given to her for review and comments, and invariably she has added suggestions to make this book more helpful, more practical, and more useful to a person planning to win an election.

We appreciate Mrs. Watson’s assistance. One of the things she strongly recommends is that we emphasize the need to thank people who help out in your campaign. With her suggestion in mind, we want to thank her for all her help in making this book much more useful to the reader.

A FINAL REQUEST

Although both of the authors have been involved in many successful campaigns for office either as a candidate or campaign worker, only one of us, Pete Abele, intends to run for election again. Pete is afraid that he might be hoist on this political petard. With this book, a person would be in a very good position to run against him because it tells you just exactly how to run a successful campaign. We therefore ask, if you are thinking about running against Pete, that you do not buy this book. But if it is any other office, then by all means go for it.

And good luck!


Part I

Planning and Organizing
the Campaign

THIS BOOK IS divided into three main parts and has a section of appendixes. We used this format, the three divisions, because it reflects the outline of what should be done, step by step, in a typical campaign. The three parts are:

1. Planning—Chapters 1 through 9

2. People—Chapters 10 through 16

3. Procedures—Chapters 17 through 24.

The first part, Planning, talks about all the things you have to do to prepare to run such as studying your district and learning as much as you can about local conditions. It is the research and organizational part, the thinking part, of a good campaign.

The second part, People, talks about the people in the campaign—everyone from the candidate to the campaign volunteer. To win, you need people to help you, and this part of the book tells how to use those people most efficiently.

The third part of the book, Procedures, discusses the different techniques that are used to reach the voters and how each one can be used most effectively. We discuss the conventional wisdom about each technique and how it is used, but also give an admittedly subjective evaluation of each and how effective we think it is.

We have tried to follow a chronology similar to a typical campaign, but that is not always possible. For example, we talk about literature and the campaign brochure in Chapter 17, fundraising in Chapter 15, and a campaign theme in Chapter 7. All three are closely interrelated because before you can print a brochure, you have to know what it will cost and where the money will come from. We suggest that you read the entire book first, then refer to it as each stage of the campaign develops.

The appendixes are designed to include useful information that will assist you in your race. For example, we have already mentioned how important it is to check your local election laws, so we have a list of the addresses of elections directors for each state so you can write to get a copy of those regulations. The appendixes also contain sample forms that can, after being modified to suit your race, be used to organize and streamline your campaign.

The whole idea of this book is to present a complete campaign strategy that encompasses everything that has to be done in a successful campaign. The format of the book, however, is to break this monumental task down into workable segments that can be achieved one by one. There are chapters on the various things to be done, and on the people to do them. We strongly suggest that you have your campaign volunteers read that part of the book that relates to their work. The campaign manager should read Chapter 12, “The Campaign Manager,” and the person in charge of mailing should read the chapter on mailing, and so on.

Unless this is a library copy, we suggest that you make notes to yourself in the margins. We make a lot of suggestions, and it may help if you make a note to do the things we suggest.

What we have tried to do here is to write not only a how-to book, but a what-to, a who-to, a when-to, and even a why-to book. Nothing is certain in politics, and this book will not guarantee you will win, but if you follow what it says and do as we suggest, we can guarantee you will run an efficient and effective campaign.


Chapter 1

THE OFFICE YOU WANT TO RUN FOR

SOMEBODY ONCE ASKED Abraham Lincoln what the office of president was really like. Lincoln said the question reminded him of the story about a man who was being run out of town on a rail. He was asked what he thought of that, and looked down from the rail and said, “Well, if it weren’t for the honor of the thing, I’d rather walk.”

This is still a pretty fair description of what it is like to hold elective office. There is a certain amount of honor in being chosen by your fellow citizens to manage the public’s affairs, but there is also that element of subjecting yourself to the howling throng.

We are going to presume that you have already considered the drawbacks, but still think that you can contribute to your community, that you can make a difference, that you can handle the public’s affairs and do a good job of it. We are also going to presume that you have some idea of which elective office you want to run for.

The first question you have to ask of yourself is the very question that is asked about any candidate: “Is this guy qualified?”

You have to ask that question of yourself because every voter is going to ask it about you. During your campaign, somebody will ask you straight out why you think you are qualified for the job. You have to be ready with a good answer, and to be ready you have to have thought about your answer, about your qualifications. There are official qualifications but also what we call unofficial qualifications.

The official qualifications are usually pretty simple. In this democratic country that encourages public participation in government, it is not hard to meet the official qualifications for most local offices. The official qualifications may vary from state to state, and from office to office, but generally are the same throughout most of the United States. Basically, all that is required is that you be a registered voter and a resident of the district in which you are running.

We use the words “generally” and “basically” for an important reason. We want to emphasize that the things we talk about here are things in general.

Warning!
You Cannot Rely Only on What We Say Here!

It is not that what we say is inaccurate, but rather that what we say here may not be completely accurate for your state. Not only does each state have its own peculiar election laws, many times the courts in each have interpreted similar election laws quite differently. Local candidates, particularly newcomers, often run afoul of the election laws or the requirements for candidates in their state. One purpose of this book is to help prevent that, but we cannot list all of the state and local election laws.

You must check the local requirements for yourself. You cannot rely on what some person, even some old political hand, tells you. You must check for yourself.

We will repeat this warning over and over again as we discuss the filing requirements, finance reports, and so on, and probably bore you to death with it, but frankly it is one of the best bits of advice you are going to get out of this book.

In talking about the official qualifications, we suggest that you begin with checking out the official requirements for your office. We also suggest that you get into the habit of always checking the local election laws on any question that might come up.

Although, as we said above, the basic qualifications are generally pretty simple, there are many local wrinkles. For example, in one state a teacher may not run for the school board, but in another he may work in one school district but be eligible to run for the school board, if he lives in another district. You have to check for any official requirement that may make you unqualified for an office.

There are also special requirements that must be met before you can qualify as a candidate for certain specialized offices. In one state only a licensed physician can run for coroner, only a certified peace officer can run for sheriff, and only a licensed professional engineer can be a candidate for county engineer. In another state, none of these professional licensures are required. We won’t give the names of the states because it really does not matter what the official requirements are in some other state. It only matters what they are in your state, and you have to look that up yourself.

The qualifications are listed in your state code, which is a compilation of the state laws. Many libraries have copies of the state code, some state offices do, and virtually every lawyer has a copy of the state code in his office, so it is fairly easy to find out about the official qualifications. You may be running for an office that is governed by a city charter, or local ordinances, so you have to check that source, but local codes are readily available in libraries and law offices, too.

When you look at the qualifications also look up the section that deals with the duties of the office—the powers, functions, and areas of responsibility. There may be some duties involved in the job you are not aware of. In public employment, like any employment, it is a good idea to look at the job description before you sign on.

For example, when I was running for county prosecutor I looked up the statutory duties and discovered that in Ohio the prosecutor is given a secret fund from which to make undercover purchases of guns, drugs, etc., and that he need not account to anyone for the money. (This law was an open invitation for corruption. One prosecutor, it was rumored, used the money to investigate the source of drugs being sold in his county. Every winter he went to investigate one of the islands in the Caribbean, and to avoid blowing his cover as a tourist, he took his wife along with him. This law has since been changed.) You should know exactly and completely the duties of the office, and the limits of that office, as they are listed in the state code.

There is another reason, kind of a philosophical one, why we suggest you begin by looking up the qualifications and duties in the code. If you do what we tell you to do in this book, there is a very good chance that you are going to win election to office. If you do win, you are going to have to look things up in the code on a regular basis because your office and duties are regulated by law. You ought to begin by learning your way around the state code or city charter. We want to help you to win, but we also want you to be good at the job you’re running for. A good official always follows the law, and always checks the code first to see what the law is.

If looking things up in the code or charter seems too intimidating, ask someone in the party or an old hand if they know a friendly lawyer. Lots of lawyers are politically active and would be happy to Xerox a copy of the relevant code sections for a good candidate.

Although checking the office out in the state code is not a must-do thing, we strongly recommend it. There are also other, more informal, ways to find out about the job. One of the very best is to attend the meetings of the board or office. If you plan to run for town council or the school board, sit in on the city council or school board meetings and listen to what goes on. Find out what is currently on the agenda, and what is likely to come up during the campaign.

Talk to people who have held the job. An incumbent is not likely to give you much help if you are planning to run against him, but if you know someone who has already served in that office, ask him or her about it. Talk to the employees in that office about the work they do and how it might be improved.

Talk to the people who are served by that office or do business with it on a regular basis. If you are running for the Housing Board, you should ask the head of the tenant’s union and the president of the landlord’s association what they expect from a member of the board.

Find out as much as you can about the official duties of that office so that you can think about how you would handle the problems that might come up.

You ought to think about the unofficial qualifications, too. Take the example we used previously—Abraham Lincoln, who is remembered as a great president. He had determination, honesty, courage, a touch of ruth-lessness, and the kind of strength this country needed in its darkest hour. None of these are official qualifications for president, and indeed we have had several presidents with few of them, yet the unofficial qualifications are perhaps more important.

These are those personal habits, training, and experience that make you qualified for the job. If you are one of those people who can look at a long column of numbers on a spread sheet and make sense of it, or who can look at a balance sheet and know almost immediately if the company is making or losing money, you are suited to run for city treasurer. You’re the kind of person the rest of us want in that office. If you are a trained CPA, or have ten years experience handling books, it makes you an even better candidate.

Go for the office you are good at. Some public offices are administrative, where your ability to handle a staff and serve the public is the major criterion. Are you good at managing paperwork? Can you handle subordinates? Others are more legislative, like alderman or councilwoman, where the main function is to listen to competing interests and make policy choices. Are you good at listening to people? Can you make a decision and stick with it?

Do you have the time to do what is involved in the office? Many offices are part time, but with all the meetings, conferences, and consultations they are quite demanding.

Evaluate yourself. Answer these questions about your personal and professional qualifications.

1. What can I contribute?

2. How could I do the job better?

3. Why do I want to do this?

4. How much time can I give to the campaign?

5. How much time can I give to the job?

6. What will I get from it?

7. What will I have to give up?

8. What does my family think?

9. Will I be hurt and angry at rejection?

We would also suggest in that in making a personal inventory you might want to think about getting a physical checkup before you decide to run for office. Campaigning is often a grueling, exhausting effort. President Clinton talked himself hoarse in the last days of his campaign in 1992 and had to cut back on speeches in 1996. Poor Bob Dole looked terrible as election day drew near. Of course they were out there campaigning every day, but the only real difference between your race and theirs is that in a local contest, the distance between campaign stops is shorter. You will be working every day, too. And it is hard work to boot!

When you have done this personal inventory, and found out all you can about the duties of the office, and learned about all the official and unofficial qualifications, then ask yourself: Would I vote for me? If the answer is yes, then you must have some reason why. Get those reasons straight in your head. It is the first step in your campaign, but you will get that question over and over as you campaign. If you know what you’re after, and know why you can do the job, it will come across to the voters.

Having picked your office, now let’s get on to the other chapters and see about how you can win it.


Chapter 2

ELECTION STATISTICS

THE LAST EVENT in an election is when they count the votes. Oddly enough, counting the votes is one of the first steps in your campaign. To win, you have to ask yourself: “How many votes do I need?” and, “Where will I get them?”

You have to begin by picking the number. You have to decide how many votes it will take, probably, to give you a victory. That number is likely to be a lot smaller than you might think at first.

In analyzing election statistics there are two cardinal principles. One is that most Americans don’t vote. The other is that you don’t need all the votes, or even most of the votes. You need only 50 percent of the votes, plus one. With these two principles in mind, you have to get the election results in your race for at least the last four elections, and decide how many votes it takes to win your race.

Let’s try an example. A woman who had been a law clerk for our court wanted to run for city law director in the small city where she lived. It had a population of about 35,000. Of that 35,000, only about 64 percent of the population was registered to vote, so there were only about 22,400 voters.

This is where the propensity of Americans to not vote comes in. Although there were over 22,000 registered voters in the city, municipal elections were held in off years, that is, in years when there were
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