Sense and Non-Sense:  The 2009 Elections
 Judging from the amount of hype, hours of television time, and column after column of ink, something might important, newsworthy and exciting must have been taking place as voters found their way to various polling places last Tuesday.

 

Republicans crowed that it was a great night, revealing a crafty use of the fabled memory of the elephant--voters had already tired of the Democrats in Washington.  Sons of the donkey bray “Aw-EE, Aw-EE”--local races, local issues, and, at least in Virginia a loco candidate.

Network pundits and a host of columnists focused in what they saw as a dramatic switch on the part of Independents and a failure of young people and minorities to turn out, demonstrating an inability of President Obama to transfer his charisma to others.

Consider first the composition of the electorate.  Voting turnout in Virginia and New Jersey dropped from last year's presidential contest (as it always does in off-years), down more than a million and a half in both Virginia and New Jersey.  And, not surprisingly, those who voted presented a different profile than those casting presidential ballots--larger percentages were men, over 65, conservative, and Republican.  In Virginia white evangelicals and small cities and suburb urban residents made greater contributions than they had in 2008.  The Virginia exit poll suggests that if the 2008 electorate had consisted only of those who voted in 2009, McCain would have won the state by eight points instead of losing it by seven.  As is usually true, those able to energize their base, get them excited about the election, and with an effective ground game in place carried the day.  Excitement rarely carries over from year to year, especially absent some new or dynamic personality, particularly among those with a history of "ho humming" politics.  

As for the "youth vote," why, pray tell, would anyone seriously believe that the president would be able to do, what no one before him had ever been able to do, keep young voters turned on to politics, blindly following their pied piper to the polls to cast ballots for two such unattractive candidates as John Corzine and Creigh Deeds? 

Last Tuesday this youthful crew did what they it does best in most elections--many stayed home, just as they had done in 2006 and will no doubt do again in 2010.  The "excitement" of the Obama campaign was gone and so were his voters; no real surprise, except perhaps to a few idealists who imagined that somehow Obama had transformed a whole generation with his magic.

But, for the record, the proportion of the vote coming from this segment of the electorate did not change a lick in NJ from '04 to '08, dropping by only 1% this year from what it had been in 2006.  or VA the decline was 2% from '06 to '09.

As for the Black minority, 14% of the New Jersey vote came from this group (up 2% from what it had been in 2008 and 4% higher than '06); 88% of which voted for Corzine, higher that the apparent norm (although 92% voted for Obama, 82% for Kerry in '04 and Menendez for Senate in '06).  Interestingly, the contribution of Black voters to the New Jersey vote total was actually greater in 2009 than it had been in '08 and '06. 

In Virginia the vote proportion coming from Blacks was lower than it had been in last year's presidential race, but the 21% contributed by the group was only down by 1% from what it had been in 2004.  This year's percentage contribution was equal to 2006, 16%.  Where Obama got 92% of the Black vote, Deed received 90%, considerably better than Webb's senate vote of 85%. 

What of the reported turn around among Independents?  Given the movement of Virginia and New Jersey to the Republican column, there probably were some shifts in party allegiance among Independents.  Just how much is far harder to ascertain.   Since we don't now have socio-economic data on what these Independent voters look like, we don't know anything about the magnitude of change in a year.  We do know that two out of three New Jersey and Virginia Independents voted for the Republican gubernatorial candidates, but almost half had voted for McCain.  We don't know, of course, how many of these Independents actually cast ballots in both elections, nor how many of those who did "switched" sides." 

To sum up turnout and get to the bottom line--You can't win with lack luster candidates, especially when you promise change in a non-descript way.  Nor can one reasonably expect to transfer personal likes and good wishes into votes; certainly when the economy is in the toilet, the perception of run away spending is on the mind of the un and underemployed, and the congress which your party controls seems unable to act.

	Year
	Virginia (% vote 18-29)
	New Jersey (% vote 18-29)

	2009 off-year
	10
	9

	2008 Presidential
	21
	17

	2006 Mid Term
	12
	10

	2004 Presidential
	17
	17


	Year
	Virginia (Black)
	New Jersey (Black)

	2009 off-year
	16
	14

	2008 Presidential
	20
	12

	2006 Mid Term
	16
	10

	2004 Presidential
	21
	14


	Year
	Virginia 

(% of vote Independents)
	New Jersey 

(% of vote Independent)

	2009 off-year
	30
	28

	2008 Presidential
	27
	28

	2006 Mid Term
	26
	31

	2004 Presidential
	26
	30


