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The hard labor of democracy

Filing for political office is nearly over,
which means campaigns leading up to
the November election soon will start in
earnest. Besides erecting obnoxious signs
along every roadway in the valley, candi-
dates for local, state and federal offices
are thinking about what they stand {or,
and, on a different level, what they will
actually tell voters they stand for over the
next six months.

A few candidates have strong opinions,

" clearly reflecting a worldview ranging .

from libertarian to liberal. These candi-
dates tend to be treated as fringe candi-
dates with little chance of winning. Some
candidates are more pragmatic, but have
enough conviction to represent a view-
point distinctly to the left or right of cen-
ter. These candidates occasionally win
and often have long, dist’mguished politi-
cal careers. But they‘aren’t the preferred
vessels of: The powers that be.

The majority of candidates don't have
any strong conmcﬁon' -'whatsoever They

8 Vit
exclusnre “dlub; :Or: maybe they “si

simply put up to it by their employer-or
industry. These candidates see _politics.
not.as pubhc sérvice but.as a meansto’a

personal ‘or businéss “end.- The cou_n‘cy
COIMMIissioners” caut,ht up in the, Opera-

fion G- Stmg compuon probe fall- square—

ly intg this category.

~Candidates with. any chance of y vnnnmcr .
in November meed to raise money and'» )
conduct professional campaigns, This,

means hiring a séasoned campaign man-
ager or public.relations firm. This individ-

ual 67 firm knows the formula for getting -
elécted, and this formula-has litile to-do .~
with: listening to voters’ concerns.-and ex-"
‘pressing ‘informed, :intelligent opinions.-
The formula_ls demgned to. punch the vet- .-

tlce-:system and to taxpayers is foo Tu-
anced a posmon to try out on chstracted

Another common campeugn pla_nk is to
Support educationi:” Again, this is mean-
irigless "and impossible . to.. argue with.

. Who isn't for education? A more interest-
ing position paper might break down the. " -

strengths and weaknesses of the public

education system and propose fundmg_
Changes and reforms. That, however,.is a

lot to ask of a candidate for local or state
“office who; before filing, probably hadn’
given the issue much thought. .

If 'a candidate does, by chance, get
.Inore specific in regard to’ education, sug-
gesting this or that way to 1mpro*ve things,

. the matter of how to'fund it is nevér ad-

dressed. Candidates and their campaign -
handlers would never, for exa_mple, advo-

cate.a funding increase, even if it’s obvi-
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to establish a program they support.

Candidates for local office frequently
say they want to “address traffic conges-
tion” and “improve air quality.” Surely
these are worthwhile goals for any politi-
cal leader, but more ofien than not the
candidates have done no more research
on these topics than the average voter.
Whether they possess any .particular
knowledge that makes them better candi-
dates than their opponents is hard to
determine.

This is a lamentable situation, one that
produces a number of less-than-inspiring
political representatives. But it isn't really
the candidates’ fault. Much of the blame
should be placed on the voters, most of

-whoem demand little of candidates. Most

voters don't attend political events to
hear issues discussed. They don't call the
candidates and ask them questions. They
don't watch political debates to compare
and contrast the candidates. They ignore
the fliers the candidates mail out, scram-
‘bling at the last minute to fill out a half-

- way intelligent sample ballot.

Some -of the blame also should go to

" the news media, which do a lackluster job

of covering local political campaigns. The
TV stations all but ignore the candidates
“until election mbht when thé talking

~“heads struggle to correctly pronounce the
- marnes of winners and losers they've nev-
. er heard of. The daily newspapers are

marginally better, heavily covering the
major races, but giving barebones atten-
tion to the lower-level campaigns. The
most diligent’ newspaper reader still
struggles mightily fo get a decent idea of

:"the substantive differences between, say,
. state Assembly or judge candidates.

- There is no easy solution. Voters and
journalists alike must. place democracy,

" that quamt ‘old notion,- higher on their
-pnorlry lists. Tf citizens. took voting for

politicians as seriously as théy.do .voting

. for “American Idol” centestants, America
. would be a better place. Millions across

America don't bother to participate in a,
-process that billions around the globe’
only dream aboui:

-Meanwhile, the news mecha are so ob-

. ‘sessed with ratings and readership sw-

veys that they -sometimes lose-sight’ of

"their ‘constitutional ‘role as pohtlcal

watchdogs. Collectively, the news media
do a decent job of probing the pre51den—
tial candidates, though they remain foo’

" obsessed with -the horse race mentality

.created by-almost dailing poll results. At
the -local level, interviewing candidates
‘and’ researching their- records -is hard
labor——harder than writing a concert Te-

- view or ‘a feature story on trends in lawn,

ornamentation, for sure. But it is the &5
sence of good journalism-and the funda-
mental role the medxa play ina thnvmg

. democracy.

Over the next six months voters and
news reporters -should press the candi-

" dates to go beyond the shallow rhetoric-

‘of their campaign fliers and explam who

'rhey are and wherethey stand on "the vital

igsues of the day. The quality of gur poht-
ical representation depends on it




