Modern Political History of Florida

From the end of Reconstruction to the 1990s, the Democratic Party controlled Florida politics.  While the party struggled with internal factions, it was so dominant that the Democratic primary, and not the general election, routinely proved to be the more pivotal electoral event.  The winner of the Democratic primary was virtually assured of victory in the general election.  It was not until 1945 that the Republican Party elected one of its own to the State Legislature, and only in 1954, 100 years after the founding of the party, did Florida elect a post-Reconstruction Republican to Congress.  The image of Florida as a single-party state contrasts sharply with the situation of present day Florida. Voter registration statistics show a relatively equal balance between Democrats and Republicans, and Florida has more than once proven to be a critical and perhaps decisive “swing state” in presidential politics.

Republicans gained a political foothold in Florida via national rather than state elections.  During the Franklin D. Roosevelt years, Democrats cruised to four election victories, taking over 70 percent of the vote each time.  But after World War II, large numbers of Americans from northern states immigrated to Florida, and the addition of many elderly and Cuban-born Floridians created constituencies which did not identify with Florida Democrats.  Meanwhile, in national politics, the Democratic Party became more liberal more quickly than in state politics, and Floridians, who valued their independence and freedom from regulation, resisted the views of Democratic politicians such as Adlai Stevenson, Lyndon Johnson, and Hubert Humphrey, and the left-of-center policies promoted by national Democrats.

Since the election of Dwight Eisenhower in 1952, Florida has been a reliably Republican presidential state.  Even in 1960, Florida supported Republican Richard Nixon against Democrat John F. Kennedy.  Since Eisenhower’s election, Florida has supported the Democratic candidate for President only three times.  In 1964, during his landslide victory over Barry Goldwater, Lyndon Johnson won Florida by the slimmest of margins, and, in 1976 and 1996, two other southerners, Jimmy Carter and Bill Clinton, won the support of Florida voters.  However, despite Republican success in presidential elections, Democrats continued victorious in elections for the United States Senate.  Democrats George Smathers, a Miami attorney and friend of President Kennedy, and Spessard Holland, Florida’s World War II Governor, continued to exclude Republicans from the United States Senate, holding Florida’s two Senate seats from 1951 to 1969 and 1947 to 1971, respectively.

During the same period, Democrats continued to enjoy a monopoly over state politics.  In the late 19th century, with Central and South Florida largely unsettled, the leaders of the dominant Democratic Party resided primarily in the northern part of the state, and, aided by poll taxes and the power of reapportionment and redistricting, they preserved their power throughout the first half of the 20th century.  Gradually, however, immigrants from northern states, who did not share the political views of North Florida Democrats, populated Central and South Florida and demanded greater representation in state government.  Without responding to changes in population, North Florida had retained for itself a large number of small legislative districts, while growing areas to the South were left with a small number of large districts.  In the 1940s and 1950s, North Florida’s Democratic clique, known as the “Pork Chop Gang,” repeatedly refused to reapportion the state to allot more representatives to growing Central and South Florida communities.  In fact, at one time, the state was so malapportioned that 13.6 percent of Floridians elected the majority of State Senators, and 18 percent elected the majority of State Representatives.

While reapportionment excluded central and southern Floridians in urban areas from equal representation in the Legislature, it could not prevent them from electing a Governor of their choice.  LeRoy Collins, a Democrat and World War II veteran, was elected at a special election in 1954 after the death of his predecessor, and he was re-elected in 1956 to a full term.  (In 1954, Democrats had such support from Florida voters that Collins spent only $174 to defeat the Republican candidate, earning 80 percent of the vote.)  In each of his six years in office, Governor Collins introduced into the Legislature a reapportionment proposal which, each year, was promptly defeated.  When the United States Supreme Court ordered the desegregation of public schools, Governor Collins initially expressed support for segregation, but observed a more cautious and moderate line than North Florida Democrats in the Legislature.  Collins’ base of support, which consisted of urban areas populated by newcomers from northern states, did not share the racial hostilities of rural, northern Democrats, and business leaders knew that racial strife would handicap Florida’s economy.  By the end of his tenure as Governor, Collins had become an advocate for desegregation.

For the Democratic enclave in the Legislature, times would soon change.  In 1962, the United States Supreme Court decided Baker v. Carr, a case which changed the way state legislative districts were drawn.  The Court affirmed the principle of “one person, one vote” and decided that unequally apportioned districts resulted in unequal voting power among a state’s citizens.  The vote of a citizen in a district with a small population had greater weight than the vote of a citizen in a populous district.  No longer could districts vary greatly in population; they were now required to be equal, or nearly equal, in population.  After the Supreme Court in 1967 decided Swann v. Adams, which applied “one person, one vote” directly to Florida’s legislative districts, the artificial political power of rural areas controlled by Democrats, especially in the Panhandle region, was greatly diminished.  Underrepresented cities such as Miami, Fort Lauderdale, Palm Beach, and Tampa finally gained fair representation, and the basis of Democratic Party control in Florida was undermined.  Democrats, however, retained substantial majorities in both chambers.

In 1966, for the first time since 1873, Floridians elected a Republican Governor.  Claude Kirk, who had joined the Republican Party six years earlier, immediately cast himself as an agent of reform.  In his first year in office, the Constitution Revision Commission established two years earlier by the Legislature finally produced a proposed Constitution, and Governor Kirk called three special sessions to secure its approval by the Legislature.  Democratic legislators saw reform as inevitable and agreed to submit the new Constitution to the voters.  In November, 1968, Floridians ratified the Constitution which remains in force today.  While the Constitution of 1968 increased the power of the Governor by allowing him to run for re-election, the adoption of the Legislative Reorganization Act of 1969 again loaded the scales in favor of the Legislature.  The Act mandated annual, rather than biennial sessions of the Florida Legislature and created a permanent legislative staff, giving legislators a base of information and knowledge independent of the Governor’s Office.

The election of Republican Claude Kirk as Governor was followed two years later by the election of Republican Edward Gurney to the United States Senate to fill the vacated seat of George Smathers.  Gurney labeled his opponent, former Governor LeRoy Collins, “Liberal LeRoy,” and identified Collins with the tax-and-spend policies of President Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society.  Republican success, however, was short-lived.  The state’s Democratic politicians quickly learned to appeal to conservative Florida Democrats by distancing themselves from the liberal politics of the national Democratic Party.  In 1970, Democrat Reuben Askew defeated Governor Kirk’s bid for re-election.  Four years later, Senator Gurney, who had been President Nixon’s strongest ally on the Watergate committee, was indicted for alleged campaign finance offenses and lost re-election after his only term in office.  Most significantly, when Senator Holland retired after 24 years in the Senate, he was succeeded by millionaire Lakeland businessman and State Legislator Lawton Chiles, who, with a 1,003-mile, 91-day walk across the state, earned the nickname “Walkin’ Lawton” and came to be viewed as a moderate, populist Democrat.

In 1979, five years after Watergate, Republicans held no statewide office, controlled only 26 percent of the Legislature, and accounted for only three of Florida’s 15 members of Congress.  After serving two terms, during which he promoted environmental and tax reform and secured adoption of Florida’s Sunshine Law, Reuben Askew was followed as Governor by Democratic State Senator Bob Graham.  Like Chiles in 1970, Graham’s homely style appealed to Florida voters.  In his 1978 campaign, Graham’s supporters called themselves “Graham Crackers” while the candidate joined Floridians for “Workdays,” working with them on their jobs.  With Graham as Governor, two United States Senators, and control over the Florida Legislature, the Democratic Party was as strong as it had been at any time since 1966.  But in 1980, Florida politics changed forever as Ronald Reagan united and energized Republicans across the state and nation.

Reagan’s message was strong and resonated especially well in the South.  His eight years in office brought new opportunity for the GOP at the expense of the Democrats.  Not only did Reagan win 55 percent of the popular vote in Florida in 1980 and 65 percent in 1984, his long coattails paved the way for other Republican candidates.  In 1980, Republican Paula Hawkins joined Lawton Chiles in the United States Senate, and, in 1986, Tampa Mayor Bob Martinez, a Republican, with support from President Reagan, succeeded Bob Graham as Governor of Florida.  While Graham defeated Hawkins for re-election and Martinez’s support for a sales tax on services lost him the confidence of Republicans as well as his chances of re-election, Republicans continued to make gains.  In 1988, Republican United States Congressman Connie Mack III, grandson of the Hall of Fame manager of the Philadelphia Athletics baseball team, succeeded Senator Chiles, who retired due to ill health.  With each election in the 1980s, Republicans picked up seats, and, by the mid-1980s, Republican candidates were competitive with Democrats at all levels of Florida government.  Republicans maximized limited campaign dollars, mobilized grassroots campaigns, and spread Reagan’s message of less government, lower taxes, and more freedom.  They publicized the liberal voting records of Democrats in conservative districts, and many Democrats, especially in conservative North Florida, defected to the Republican Party.

In 1990, former United States Senator Lawton Chiles, healthy once again, challenged Bob Martinez for Governor.  Chiles appealed to rural, conservative Florida voters by limiting contributions to his campaign to $100 each.  His victory over Martinez, as well as redistricting in 1992, gave Democrats some breathing room, but Republicans soon rallied.  The direct, personal appeal of Reagan’s conservative views and dauntless style had inspired Florida Republicans to better organize.  Business associations and the Christian Coalition took a more active role in politics, leading voter registration and get-out-the-vote (GOTV) drives while increasing their own memberships.  The Republican Party of Florida developed its organizational structure and attracted more resources than ever before.  From 1980 to 1994, the number of Florida voters registered as Democrats increased slightly from 3,087,427 to 3,245,518, while the number of registered Republicans nearly doubled, from 1,429,645 to 2,747,074.  Democrats however, continued to control the Legislature with the aid of redistricting and intrastate politics.  In 1994, Chiles defeated the son of President George H. W. Bush, South Florida businessman Jeb Bush, 51 percent to 49 percent amidst allegations that Democrats made last-minute phone calls to elderly citizens, suggesting that Bush would cut Social Security and Medicare—federal programs over which a Florida Governor had no control.
Despite the setback, Republicans found success in the Legislature.  Republicans tied Democrats in the State Senate in 1990 and in 1996 won a narrow 61-to-59 majority in State House.  Many thought the Republican majority would be an aberration.  A popular term used was “driftwood,” as detractors suggested that Republicans came in with the tide and would leave with the tide.  The opposite, however, proved true.  With each election from 1996 to 2006, the GOP maintained or increased its majorities in both houses, and, in 1998, Republican Jeb Bush was elected Governor of Florida.  His overwhelming re-election in 2002 marked the first time since Reconstruction that Republicans held the Governor’s Mansion for consecutive terms.  By 2004 Republicans commanded a 26-to-14 advantage in the Senate and an 83-to-37 lead in the House.  They held all three Florida Cabinet positions—Attorney General, Chief Financial Officer, and Commissioner of Agriculture—one of two United States Senate seats, and 18 of 25 seats in the United States House.  Even two of seven Justices on the Florida Supreme Court were now Republican appointees.


When Governor Bush left office in 2006, he did so with many accomplishments.  Florida enjoyed its lowest crime rate and unemployment rate in state history.  Governor Bush had ushered over $20 billion in tax cuts through the Legislature, including the abolition of Florida’s archaic intangibles tax.  Worker’s compensation rates had declined, education spending and student achievement had increased, and welfare rolls fell by 80 percent.  For the first time, Florida received a AAA bond rating in recognition of its conservative financial and budgeting practices, and the state enjoyed a nearly $7 billion surplus in Governor Bush’s final year.  Governor Bush earned the plaudits even of many Democrats by his diligent, intelligent, and comforting efforts during the active hurricane seasons of 2004 and 2005.  Though many of his policies, especially in education, were innovative and therefore controversial, the public recognized the value of his contribution to the state, and he left office with high approval.

In the 2006 elections, while they made some gains, Democrats failed to take advantage of the national swing away from the Republican Party.  The continuing war in Iraq, together with the national media’s propensity to highlight the failings rather than the successes of the mission, compounded by the devastation wrought by Hurricane Katrina and the blame directed toward President George W. Bush despite the obvious flaws of the Governor of Louisiana and Mayor of New Orleans, gave many Americans a perception that America was on the wrong course, notwithstanding very optimistic economic numbers.  National Democrats responded adroitly, exposing Republican scandals while recruiting moderate, pro-gun, pro-marriage candidates.  The media trumpeted the Democratic charge of ineptitude and corruption, and Democratic candidates embraced the theme that Americans had tired of Republican rule.  Republicans, on the other hand, failed to control the message.  Rather than point to a strong economy with a low unemployment rate, a high stock market and vibrant housing market, and the failure of terrorists to perpetrate acts of violence on American soil since the September 11 attacks, Republicans remained on the defensive and lost their congressional majority, in many races by very slight margins.

Given the abysmal approval ratings of President George W. Bush, the unpopular war in Iraq, and the failure of national Republicans to combat the Democratic offensive, Florida Democrats believed their downward slide was finally over.  Governor Jeb Bush, who completed his second term with broad public approval, would not be on the ticket, and most expected a brutal fight in the Republican primary as the candidates contended to become his successor.  Two strong, statewide vote-getters—Attorney General Charlie Crist and Chief Financial Officer Tom Gallagher—were itching for a fight.  In addition, the U.S. Congress, ravaged by scandal, became a state issue when Republican Congressman Mark Foley was exposed for his improper communications with a House page.  This, coupled with a growing homeowner’s insurance crisis and rising property taxes, encouraged Democrats to hope that a moderate from their own party could secure the Governor’s post for the first time in eight years.

The hopes of Florida Democrats were frustrated, however, by the superior candidates, party organization, and finances of the Republicans.  The same well-funded, well-organized party apparatus that contributed to give Republicans their majority status ten years earlier once again proved instrumental to the success of Republican candidates.  Even apart from the state party, Senate and House Republicans raised impressive amounts of money and identified the right candidates to preserve their majority.  The promised fight between Crist and Gallagher never materialized.  To the shock of many, Crist outraised Gallagher in the first quarter of the race, quickly gained a 25-point lead in statewide polls, and never looked back.  He built a fundraising lead that allowed him to appear on television and radio first and to define himself before his opponent could.  Crist’s name recognition and ability to gain positive press leading up to the race put Gallagher in a position from which he never recovered.

Gallagher was also hampered by his own mistakes.  Despite the active support of many loyal party activists and his efforts to run as a committed conservative, Gallagher’s campaign never gained its footing.  The revelation, among others, that Gallagher had traded stocks from his state computer after Cabinet meetings, especially given the national mood, undercut his message of conservative values.  In addition, in light of his moderate past, Gallagher’s attempt to redefine himself as a conservative fell flat.  Though his positions on critical issues such as abortion, gay marriage, and prayer in school harmonized with the views of conservatives, many Republican voters simply did not feel comfortable with his apparent political conversion.  In the two televised, statewide debates, Crist, though not as conservative as Gallagher, was obviously more polished and likable.  Gallagher, though right on most of the issues important to the Republican Party faithful, struck viewers as sour and negative.  Gallagher attempted a late negative attack, but most voters regarded these attacks as a mark of desperation.  On primary election night, Crist defeated Gallagher by a vote of approximately two-to-one.

Meanwhile, on the Democratic side, Congressman Jim Davis vied with State Senator Rod Smith.  Early polls showed Davis with a massive lead, but Smith remained close in fundraising and proved to be more adept on the campaign trail and in political forums.  Smith, a former prosecutor, took aim at Davis’ poor attendance record in Congress and presented himself as the moderate Democrat who could take advantage of the national tide against Republicans and prevail in a general election.  Steadily throughout the summer Smith closed the gap, gathering support from local activists and college groups, but a late barrage of attacks by the Davis camp on Smith’s fundraising from sugar interests proved to be just enough, and Davis escaped with a predictable but narrow victory.  The bruising primary had not helped Davis, however, and he began the general election campaign with little money remaining in the bank.

The general election proved anticlimactic.  As in the primary, Crist jumped ahead to a huge fundraising lead, and he never relinquished his 8- to 10-point lead.  Also as before, Crist was by far the more likable of the two candidates.  His sunny optimism, his friendly, engaging demeanor, and his willingness to listen contrasted sharply with the stoic, self-assured formality of the Democratic candidate.  Crist’s fundraising advantage kept him on television throughout the general election season, and the boundless energy he displayed on the campaign trail convinced voters that he was the right man for the job.  Two televised debates made little difference, as Crist remained poised and positive and spoke in broad terms.  By election day, Democratic hopes to retake the governorship had dwindled.  Crist defeated Davis by almost 10 percentage points, and his victory helped other Florida Republicans in close races avoid the national trend.

In Florida, the forces that gave Republicans their majority in the Legislature remain in place.  Republican candidates regularly have large fundraising advantages over Democratic candidates, and the Democratic Party of Florida finds itself entangled in deep financial and administrative trouble.  Democrats now dominate in the urban areas of Southeast Florida, but Republicans are equally dominant in Florida’s many rural counties, and the I-4 corridor from Tampa to Orlando has proven decisive in recent elections.  But, as the 2000 presidential election proved, politics in modern Florida is volatile, and, despite the present Republican advantage, Florida now boasts a healthy two-party system and engages in genuine debates about relevant political issues.
	20th Century Presidential Elections
Popular Vote in Florida

(National Winner Indicated by Bold Type)

	Year
	Republican
	Pct.
	Democrat
	Pct.

	1900
	William McKinley  
	18%
	William Jennings Bryan
	72%

	1904
	Theodore Roosevelt
	21%
	Alton B. Parker
	69%

	1908
	William H. Taft
	22%
	William Jennings Bryan
	63%

	1912
	William H. Taft
	8%
	Woodrow Wilson
	70%

	1916
	Charles Evans Hughes
	18%
	Woodrow Wilson
	67%

	1920
	Warren G. Harding
	29%
	James M. Cox
	58%

	1924
	Calvin Coolidge
	28%
	John W. Davis
	57%

	1928
	Herbert Hoover
	57%
	Alfred E. Smith
	40%

	1932
	Herbert Hoover
	25%
	Franklin D. Roosevelt
	75%

	1936
	Alfred M. Landon
	24%
	Franklin D. Roosevelt
	76%

	1940
	Wendell Willkie
	26%
	Franklin D. Roosevelt
	74%

	1944
	Thomas E. Dewey
	30%
	Franklin D. Roosevelt
	70%

	1948
	Thomas E. Dewey
	34%
	Harry S Truman
	49%

	1952
	Dwight D. Eisenhower
	55%
	Adlai E. Stevenson
	45%

	1956
	Dwight D. Eisenhower
	57%
	Adlai E. Stevenson
	43%

	1960
	Richard M. Nixon
	52%
	John F. Kennedy
	48%

	1964
	Barry Goldwater
	49%
	Lyndon B. Johnson
	51%

	1968
	Richard M. Nixon
	41%
	Hubert H. Humphrey
	31%

	1972
	Richard M. Nixon
	72%
	George McGovern
	28%

	1976
	Gerald Ford
	47%
	Jimmy Carter
	52%

	1980
	Ronald Reagan
	56%
	Jimmy Carter
	39%

	1984
	Ronald Reagan
	65%
	Walter Mondale
	34%

	1988
	George H. W. Bush
	60%
	Michael Dukakis
	38%

	1992
	George H. W. Bush
	41%
	Bill Clinton
	39%

	1996
	Bob Dole
	42%
	Bill Clinton
	48%

	2000
	George W. Bush
	49%
	Al Gore
	49%

	2004
	George W. Bush
	52%
	John F. Kerry
	47%


	Recent Elections for Florida Governor
(Winner Indicated by Bold Type)

	Year
	Republican
	Pct.
	Democrat
	Pct.

	1966
	Claude R. Kirk
	55%
	Robert King High
	45%

	1970
	Claude R. Kirk
	43%
	Reubin O’D. Askew
	57%

	1974
	Jerry Thomas
	38%
	Reubin O’D. Askew
	61%

	1978
	Jack Eckerd
	44%
	Bob Graham
	56%

	1982
	Skip Bafalis
	35%
	Bob Graham
	65%

	1986
	Bob Martinez
	55%
	Steve Pajcic
	45%

	1990
	Bob Martinez
	43%
	Lawton Chiles
	57%

	1994
	Jeb Bush
	49%
	Lawton Chiles
	51%

	1998
	Jeb Bush
	55%
	Buddy McKay
	45%

	2002
	Jeb Bush
	56%
	Bill McBride
	43%

	2006
	Charlie Crist
	52%
	Jim Davis
	45%


	Recent Elections for United States Senate (Class 1)
(Winner Indicated by Bold Type)

	Year
	Republican
	Pct.
	Democrat
	Pct.

	1964
	Claude R. Kirk
	36%
	Spessard L. Holland
	64%

	1970
	William C. Cramer
	46%
	Lawton Chiles
	54%

	1976
	John Grady
	37%
	Lawton Chiles
	63%

	1982
	Van B. Poole
	38%
	Lawton Chiles
	62%

	1988
	Connie Mack
	50%
	Buddy McKay
	49%

	1994
	Connie Mack
	71%
	Hugh Rodham
	29%

	2000
	Bill McCollum
	46%
	Bill Nelson
	51%

	2006
	Katherine Harris
	38%
	Bill Nelson
	60%


	Recent Elections for United States Senate (Class 3)
(Winner Indicated by Bold Type)

	Year
	Republican
	Pct.
	Democrat
	Pct.

	1962
	Emerson Rupert
	67%
	George A. Smathers
	33%

	1968
	Edward J. Gurney
	56%
	LeRoy Collins
	44%

	1974
	Jack Eckerd
	41%
	Richard “Dick” Stone
	43%

	1980
	Paula Hawkins
	52%
	Bill Gunter
	48%

	1986
	Paula Hawkins
	45%
	Bob Graham
	55%

	1992
	Bill Grant
	35%
	Bob Graham
	65%

	1998
	Charlie Crist
	37%
	Bob Graham
	63%

	2004
	Mel Martinez
	49%
	Betty Castor
	48%


	Composition of Florida’s Legislative Representatives by Party

	
	US House
	
	
	FL House
	
	
	FL Senate

	Year
	R
	D
	
	Year
	R
	D
	
	Year
	R
	D

	1980
	4
	11
	
	1944
	0
	95
	
	1944
	0
	38

	1982
	6
	13
	
	1954
	6
	89
	
	1952
	2
	37

	1984
	7
	12
	
	1964
	10
	102
	
	1964
	2
	42

	1986
	7
	12
	
	1974
	34
	86
	
	1976
	9
	30

	1988
	10
	9
	
	1984
	44
	76
	
	1984
	9
	31

	1990
	10
	9
	
	1990
	47
	73
	
	1990
	20
	20

	1992
	13
	10
	
	1992
	49
	71
	
	1992
	20
	20

	1994
	15
	8
	
	1994
	57
	63
	
	1994
	22
	18

	1996
	15
	8
	
	1996
	61
	59
	
	1996
	23
	17

	1998
	15
	8
	
	1998
	72
	48
	
	1998
	25
	15

	2000
	15
	8
	
	2000
	77
	43
	
	2000
	25
	15

	2002
	18
	7
	
	2002
	81
	39
	
	2002
	26
	14

	2004
	18
	7
	
	2004
	83
	37
	
	2004
	26
	14

	2006
	16
	9
	
	2006
	78
	42
	
	2006
	26
	14


Running for Office

Anybody considering a run for office should be prepared for what could be the best experience of his life—or the worst—or both.  The campaign will affect the candidate, his friends, and his family in unforgettable ways.  A political campaign is not a one-day event, but a marathon that can—and likely will—take on a life of its own.  Like the old song says, “life’s a journey, not a destination.”  Like any sports team that aims to win a championship, a campaign must work aggressively for months to defeat its opponents and win the ultimate prize.  The decision to embark on a campaign for public office is also a very personal one and one which must come from the heart.  The campaign will make the candidate feel alive like never before, but he will also experience lows that he might never have expected.  Many who have been through such an effort believe that, in its aptitude to evoke emotion of every kind, it will be exceeded only by the candidate’s marriage or the birth of a child.

First and foremost in considering a candidacy for office is the issue of sanity.  This might be the first question which every candidate should ask himself:  is the candidate crazy to think of running for office and disrupting what might otherwise be a very successful and enjoyable life?  And does he possess the strength of mind to preserve his sanity under the microscope of public life?  Remember, not only does running for office exert a strain unlike any most people have experienced, but the candidate’s life in the public eye will begin the moment he declares his candidacy.  Making speeches in front of potentially hostile crowds and asking for money all the time—let alone knowing that any failures or missteps, however innocent and inadvertent, could ruin a currently pristine reputation in the community—are only a few of the most obvious stresses.  It is, almost literally, life in the fishbowl.  Everyone, without exception, will see everything the candidate does.

The First Set of Questions


If a candidate passes the “sanity test,” he should next consider why he is running.  He should ask himself how the idea to run for office first arose:  is he running only to see his name in print or his face on television?  Is he running because others want him to run, or because he cannot find other employment?  Is he running because he craves popularity or wants others’ attention constantly fixed on him?  Is he running because he is ambitious to climb to higher offices?  Or is he running because he believes he can best serve the community and be a positive and productive force in government?  These inquiries require the candidate to examine honestly his own motives.  On the campaign trail, he will frequently be asked why he is running.  If he is unable to answer this question honestly to himself, he will be unable to answer it honestly to the public.

A candidate should also consider whether he is really prepared to run for office, and whether he is fully aware of what a campaign entails.  Obviously, if the candidate’s intention is merely to see his name on the ballot and lose, a campaign will be quite easy.  This chapter is not meant for such a candidate.  On the other hand, a campaign that is run well will affect every aspect of the candidate’s life:  family, friends, work, time, reputation, and possibly even health.  Its effect on each of these—and on his very status in the community—might depend on whether the candidate eventually proves successful or unsuccessful.  If he is truly determined to win and to run a campaign worth running, the decision to become a candidate for office is more involved and requires more foresight and circumspection than merely driving to the supervisor of elections office to sign up.

Perhaps the most critical personal lesson that campaigning has taught me is this:  a campaign cannot be compartmentalized.  It will occupy every moment of the candidate’s life and every place and person that is sacred to him.  It is not a nine-to-five job.  A candidate will not be able to go home in the afternoon and forget his work.  He will think about it at every hour of the day, and many hours of the night.  It will be the first and last topic of conversation with a spouse, and will transform even their living room into a campaign office.  Unaddressed postcards on a living room table will beckon him.  He will not enjoy moments of inactivity and leisure, knowing an opponent might be at work.  He will be exasperated by the uncertainty that surrounds a campaign, and, even after conducting a poll, he will wonder whether it is accurate and whether public opinion has changed in the week since the poll was taken.  When preparing to run for office, a prospective candidate should consider these moments—not envision flattering images of smiles, photographs, and applause.  A campaign is a ten-month chess match, with no intermissions and no scoreboard, played with the ferocity of tackle football.

Family and Friends

The decision to run for office is a decision the candidate must share with his entire family and those who know and love him most, and who must often give him honest and critical advice.  They should be included from the beginning, before the candidate has even made a final decision, on the most important questions:  whether or not to run, for what office to run, when to run, and how much money must be raised and time spent in order to win.  A political campaign is not the sort of surprise one’s spouse will necessarily enjoy.  Also, a candidate should listen carefully to their answers.  If they seem opposed, even if their opposition does not seem well-founded, the road ahead will be difficult.  If the candidate’s family and friends are hostile to the idea, or even uncertain, they will not afford the moral support and physical efforts necessary to sustain the candidate during a long campaign.

If a candidate is married, his family should be the foundation of support.  They, like the candidate, are probably aware that running for office can involve very late nights, an unpredictable schedule, unwelcome publicity, and a drastic decrease in family time.  If they will not appreciate and value what the candidate is doing, their family life will be destroyed.  A candidate might not only find himself alone and unsupported on the campaign trail, but he might find that the campaign has strained family relations.  Even if a candidate wins, the family will likely look negatively at the new position, since they opposed it in the beginning and did not support the candidate’s efforts to obtain it.  The costs in such a situation would greatly outweigh the benefits.  Instead of trying to convince himself that his family is acting irrationally, the candidate should recognize the situation for what it is.

It is essential that a candidate’s family commit itself to his campaign.  Their genuine and unwavering support will make the campaign a much more fun, successful, and meaningful experience, as his spouse and kids join on the campaign, taking part in everything from putting on the campaign t-shirts to addressing and stamping envelopes.  The campaign can become a family adventure.  Families can literally make the difference.  They can make or break a political campaign.  Nobody else will take such a deep interest in the candidate’s success as to entirely commit oneself to the cause.  Also, the campaign will consume the candidate’s life.  Only by making his family a part of the campaign can the candidate continue to make his family a part of his life.  Without their support in this endeavor, victory itself would hardly compensate for the lost opportunity to have one’s family join in the effort.

Before making the decision to run, a potential candidate should ask himself who will be in the “circle” of influence.  I highly recommend that a candidate speak with a best friend confidentially, in a quiet, one-on-one manner.  A candidate might also consider involving this person when, before making a final decision, he later speaks to a larger group of friends.  While they are not experts either, they will give a candidate an honest appraisal of what they think, what they have heard, and whether they will contribute to the campaign financially or otherwise.  Their contributions might include knocking on doors, waving on street corners, or simply talking with their friends about the campaign.

Additional Questions

Obviously, one who is considering a run for office has an interest in politics, but he should ask himself whether he can best serve the community as a candidate and potential officeholder or as a vital volunteer or a team leader for someone else.  Does he have the time to run and, if successful, to hold public office?  Is his job a 40-hour per week job that will never enable him to run a successful campaign, let alone to serve in office?  Has he discussed his plans with his employer and obtained their assurances of support?  Does he have important family considerations, such as a troubled marriage or young children, which would preclude such an endeavor?  Without that flexibility in the workplace and a steady environment at home, a run for office is simply a personal and family disaster waiting to happen.  In addition, the compensation for holding public office, especially at the state level, is usually quite inconsiderable.  For example, the salary of a member of the Florida Legislature is about $30,000 per year.  In sum, a potential candidate should consider whether his personal talents, his work, his family circumstances, and his financial situation are suited to life on the public stage.  As with all other preliminary questions, they should be answered honestly and without a deliberately distorted view of one’s circumstances.

Time

A vital element of any campaign is a candidate’s ability and willingness to commit the time necessary for success.  One who chooses to run for office must run to win.  He should never set out to learn by losing or, still worse, embarrassing himself.  A campaign demands too much time, money, and psychological capital to justify a spur-of-the-moment decision to run.  If one is uncertain and contemplating a campaign merely to gain political experience, that experience can be better gained by instead helping another candidate.  Once in the race, a candidate must dedicate the necessary time to earn a victory.  This will require a strict and accurate assessment of circumstances from the beginning.

The demands on a candidate’s time are constant.  Because a campaign cannot be compartmentalized, a candidate will naturally be occupied with tasks throughout the day.  If, after the campaign begins, the candidate discovers that he regularly spends mornings or afternoons in unproductive idleness, he should ask himself whether he is in fact as dedicated to the campaign as he initially thought.  Does he spend most of my time simply talking with family and friends about his campaign, while attempting to convince himself that he can accomplishing something useful?  Does he intentionally, and perhaps even unknowingly, allow himself to be diverted from the rigors of the campaign by the addictive ease and comfort of inactivity?  A candidate must withstand constant demands on his time without grumbling.  In many ways the campaign is a true test of whether a candidate really has the temperament to be in office.
For all of these reasons, a candidate should take his time in the decision-making process. Again, this is a stressful but potentially rewarding situation.  A candidate should understand what it entails, either by reading books or by speaking with those who have been involved in political campaigns.  Still, regardless of how well and how extensively the candidate prepares, there will always be unexpected situations as well as the usual ups and downs and twists and turns of every political campaign.  Campaigns are stressful situations, perhaps unlike any the candidate has ever experienced.  His name will be thrown out for public consumption, and in truth people view political candidates as political items rather than as people.  At times a candidate may be laughed at and even vilified.  The worst motives might be ascribed to him, and many people will simply hate him due to his affiliation with a particular political party.  The public will be his boss, and the public will treat the candidate (and eventually the officeholder) like bosses treat their employees—many of them with respect, but some otherwise.  In some ways an early mistake, as long as it is not fatal to the campaign, may actually toughen up a candidate.  It often brings discipline to some campaigns.  However, a candidate who works hard and acts sincerely will receive respect, and the public will appreciate a candidate’s effort on behalf of the community.

These are only some of the personal questions that every political candidate must consider.  Other questions will arise naturally from each candidate’s specific situation.  Once the preliminary questions have been answered, a candidate can begin to consider some of the issues he might encounter as he enters the world of politics.

What is a Campaign?

Even people experienced in politics do not truly understand what goes into a campaign.  Those who have volunteered for a few political events or who have attended a fundraiser have seen only the exterior surface of a political campaign.  Even many people who follow politics daily online, on TV, and in the newspaper fail to understand what a campaign on a local, let alone national stage can really be like.  Before I first ran for office, I worked with a county commission candidate and a congressional candidate, among others, but I continued to have an impression that a campaign consisted of blanketing the town with yard signs, raising enough money to air commercials on radio or television, and perhaps participating in a few debates in the community.  These, however, are only the basics.  To distinguish oneself from a field of candidates, the candidate will need more than a few of the 30-second sound bites we often see on television.

The surest means of differentiating oneself from the other candidates is to run a grassroots campaign.  Like any employer, the public will choose from among those who have conducted job interviews.  For a political candidate, a grassroots campaign is a series of thousands of job interviews.  Especially in a race for the State Legislature, or for any seat that represents a geographical district of similar or smaller extent than a legislative district, a grassroots campaign will be feasible and therefore necessary.  A grassroots campaign will not only increase the candidate’s chances of victory, it will give him an opportunity to build a real, solid, and durable base of genuine and enduring support in the community.  How else could a politician like Bill Clinton survive?  His cadre of supporters each night appeared on television and reminded those whom he had met throughout his political career that he needed their support.  Those who met him personally or received a personal note or call never forgot that, and he survived.

This type of support will immunize a candidate against future attack and prepare him for future success.  A grassroots campaign will also allow the candidate to look into the soul of the community—an invaluable learning experience.  Conversely, it allows the community to look into the heart of the candidate and to form their opinions on the basis of firsthand experience.

Taking a Stand


So often I see people who want to be in office, yet have no philosophical opinions on public policy other than that expressed by phrases such as “I can do a better job” or “I’ll call them as I see them.”  While each of these statements has some merit, a candidate must have a set of political principles before he decides to run.  Without these guiding beliefs, the words “Democrat” and “Republican” are merely titles.  To be successful, any member of the Legislature must know his own opinions and beliefs before subjecting himself to public scrutiny.  Without a well-grounded, governing philosophy, a candidate will neither inspire followers nor project a consistent message.  As we have seen even with candidates for high national office, a person who vacillates between different opinions or who seems cautious to take any position at all will be viewed by the public as motivated solely by a desire to hold office.  Every candidate, therefore, should be sure he has a set of central political principles long before he ever sets foot in the political arena.

At a minimum a candidate must know his own position on all the important issues.  On the campaign trail, he will be asked about his positions by members of the public, by the media, and possibly by interest groups.  He will be asked, for example, “What is your position on taxes, the environment, health care, or tort reform?  More specifically, what is your position concerning the intangibles tax or joint-and-several liability?”  For questions like these, he must be prepared by having, so to speak, his own platform.  Positions should be formed by applying general principles to specific situations, rather than “off the cuff” and in a manner liable to change from day to day.

It is essential to study the issues before deciding to run.  A candidate should never rely on his ability to “think on his feet.”  He should know the issues, factually as well as politically, before he enters any political contest.  Given all of the information on the internet and accessible through Florida’s Sunshine Law, such as voter registration files, this is information that is readily available. The issues presently important to the state, as well as to the local community, should be identified, and facts gathered concerning those issues.  The candidate should know the basics about state government, including the fundamentals of our state budget, and should read the newspaper each day to learn about important issues and current events.  Once he has identified the relevant issues and collected the necessary information, he can examine them and, by applying principles to the facts, form opinions.  While the candidate should listen to others who have already formed opinions (the opinions of politicians, other candidates, and individuals in the community can help a candidate form his own opinions on difficult questions) he should be able to form his own opinions, without assistance, by gathering objective facts and consulting his own philosophy.

A candidate should not modify his opinion simply to adapt it to the prevailing opinion in the community.  Not only will people generally be able to detect the ploy, his own dishonesty will prevent him from being an effective legislator.  The days when a candidate could tailor his speech to one audience and then tell another audience something completely different are over.  The internet, blogs, YouTube, and even camera phones stop such underhanded tactics.  A candidate who adopts positions merely to be elected will either be compelled to abandon those opinions once elected, or to adhere to and advocate positions which are not his own.
In some situations, a candidate’s views might not be in harmony with the views that prevail in his district.  A Democrat might run in a predominately Republican district, or a Republican might run in a predominately Democratic district.  In either event, the candidate should adhere to core beliefs and campaign hard.  Many people, though not persuaded, will respect the candidate’s willingness to espouse an unpopular position and will support him for that reason.  Running for office merely to be a Representative or Senator is not a motive that will lead to success.  In order to accomplish great things, the candidate must be committed to principle.  Republicans Arnold Schwarzenegger in California and George Pataki in New York as well as Democrats Ben Nelson in Nebraska and Kathleen Sebelius in Kansas have proven in recent times that even when their party was out of favor, success was attainable.
It is often helpful to develop a detailed list of important issues and the candidate’s positions with respect to each.  It will not be sufficient, especially if the candidate intends to run a grassroots rather than an indoor campaign, merely to proclaim that one is “against crime” or “for education.”  We all want better education, fewer traffic tie-ups, and a clean environment.  Every candidate and every citizen of Florida will agree, but none will be inspired to support such a candidate.  The real question is how we achieve those results.  When a person is asked for directions, it is not enough to describe the destination, especially since each person will have a different “best way” to get there.

A candidate should write a position statement for his own personal benefit and the benefit of voters, describing his views on each issue.  He will likely be required to do this in any event when developing campaign literature or website content.  The most fundamental issues now are taxes, insurance, education, health care, transportation and growth management, crime, tort reform, and abortion, but issues will always rise and fall in salience over time and with geography.  In connection with the development of issue positions, the candidate should prepare an answer to the question why he is running for office.  A 30-second answer, a one-minute answer, and a three-minute answer will each serve the candidate well.  People in varying degrees want to understand why the candidate would enter the arena of politics.

It is equally important for a candidate to do his homework in regard to the district from which he intends to run.  He should study the district—not in order to form political opinions, but to learn about the audience and the issues important to them, and to better evaluate the likelihood of success.  Each political party offers, for a small price, a breakdown of legislative districts, including demographic statistics of various kinds, vote history, and the number of registered voters of each party, even precinct by precinct.  Information of this sort can be invaluable.  By learning the district and meeting voters within its boundaries, a candidate can begin to understand the district he is seeking to represent.  Even Hillary Rodham Clinton went on a now famous “listening tour” across New York State in an effort to show she truly cared about New Yorkers’ positions on the issues.  Throughout this process, the candidate should continue to develop and add to his own ideas, the preconceptions he initially formed, and the basis of facts and information on which he relies.

Public Speaking

In a campaign for public office, at least in modern times, public speaking is unavoidable.  It is doubtful, for example, whether Thomas Jefferson, who was a notoriously poor public speaker, would be able to contend for office in the modern era.  With that said, we have all met persons in public office that lacked charisma or the ability to speak well.  That only reinforces one of the points of the book:  it is a combination of factors that wins races, not just a stirring speech.  Barack Obama made a great speech at the 2004 convention, but it was a long road to the convention floor.  
The importance of speeches in a typical campaign for the Legislature is overrated.  Most voters never watch a debate, either in person or on television.  Those who do watch generally do so because they already have a strong preference, or at least strong ideas, concerning the race.  They are not the voters with whom a candidate needs to be speaking.  Similarly, attendance at town hall meetings and other gatherings is frequently abysmal.  Instead of obtaining political information from speeches, the public obtains the majority of its information from campaign literature, staged television and radio advertisements, newspaper articles, and, most importantly, from direct personal contact with the candidate.  A horrid performance on a public access show or at a town hall debate will likely have only a microscopic effect on the race—or none at all.
Thus, candidates who are not strong public speakers can find comfort in the fact that very few people attend public forums, and that most of those who do attend are in the audience only because they work for a campaign.  In my first campaign, I frequently found that 70 to 80 percent of the audience at public events was present only because they were associated with one of the participating campaigns.  All the while, the candidate is able to gain experience and improve his ability to speak publicly, confident that the public is not in fact watching.

Despite the general unimportance of speeches in campaigns for the State Legislature, they should not be entirely dismissed.  A candidate who truly dislikes public speaking probably should not run for office.  On the other hand, a candidate who is not a strong public speaker but who is not especially averse to public speaking can improve his performance through basic preparation and a thorough and confident knowledge of the issues, the facts, and his own positions.  Once in office, a successful candidate must cultivate the skill of public speaking in order to influence a larger audience.  As an officeholder, a candidate will always be placed before crowds, if not on a campaign, at least when reporting to the voters he represents.

The candidate should create a simple, direct stump speech and learn to vary its length, from one minute to two minutes, and sometimes as long as five minutes.  Only on few occasions will a candidate speak longer; voters simply do not have the time or patience for demosthenic orations.  A candidate can then devote his efforts to perfecting style and delivery, without constantly pondering and reinventing the substance of the speech.  In this stump speech, the candidate should express his beliefs and address public perceptions, while preserving its simplicity.  The candidate can practice it with his family until it becomes second nature.  When it is delivered publicly, the purpose should be, at the least, to convince people that the candidate is intelligent, well-informed, and well-intentioned.  If the speech demonstrates these minimal characteristics, the speech will have served its purpose.  Over-the-top rhetoric is not only unnecessary, it might defeat its own purpose.  Overzealousness is often viewed as a symptom of mental instability or poor judgment.

In addition to the basic stump speech, the candidate should prepare himself for question-and-answer periods.  Because the same questions are likely to recur repeatedly, it is important to take note of the questions and give consistent, well-informed answers.  As with all other aspects of campaigning, it is essential to be honest.  If asked a question about which the candidate has insufficient information, whether in a formal question-and-answer setting or on the campaign trail, the worst he can do is to “wing it” or “make up” an answer.  A candidate may instead reply that he does not have a specific answer to that question while stating his basic philosophy on the issue.  He could then conclude and simply ask the person who asked the question for his or her name and phone number and promise to call them the next day with a complete answer.  Needless to say, do follow up.  A genuine answer is always preferable to an instant one, and, in the long run, dishonesty will become a candidate’s worst enemy.  It is infinitely more important for a candidate to carry himself in a professional manner than to pretend to know every answer.

What to Run For

Obviously a political newcomer generally cannot begin a career in public service by running for the Presidency, or the United States Senate, or even for the United States House.  In almost all cases, campaigns for districts that embrace large constituencies require both money and an established reputation.  A better point of entry is at the municipal or county level or perhaps a race for the Florida Legislature—most likely, for the Florida House.  Races for different offices have different parameters and involve different considerations, but this book will discuss a typical run for the Florida Legislature, a process which I first experienced in the year 2000.  A seat in the Legislature is not easy to earn, and races for the Legislature have become more expensive in recent times, but it can, under the right circumstances, still be done by a relatively unknown individual with modest finances.  Given a disciplined, well thought-out campaign with a solid volunteer base, anything is possible at that level.
A prospective candidate should consider the seat carefully.  The Legislature might, for example, have drawn specific legislative districts so as to make it impossible—or nearly impossible—for the candidate of a particular party to win.  Detailed statistical information indicating the proportion of Republicans to Democrats in each state legislative district is available on the website of the Florida Legislature.  The candidate should also consider whether the incumbent is seeking re-election.  It is extremely difficult in almost all cases to defeat an incumbent seeking re-election.

Campaign Finances

A fundamental question for any political campaign—and one which is often answered incorrectly—is whether it can raise the necessary dollars to run a viable campaign.  A successful race for the Legislature requires a good deal of money.  For better or for worse, money is the engine of every campaign, and no amount of grassroots advocacy or sheer desire can compensate for a total absence of cash.  While a race for the State Legislature will not require the one million dollars usually required to win a campaign for the United States House, it will nevertheless cost a substantial amount of money.  The typical successful race for the Florida House will ordinarily cost between $75,000 and $100,000 merely to win the primary election.  If the candidate also has a real competitor in the general election, the race will likely cost each campaign, in the aggregate, close to $250,000.

In Florida, money can be raised from individuals, corporations, and certain political associations, but each contributor is limited to $500 per candidate per election.  To raise $100,000 for the primary election would, therefore, require an absolute minimum of 200 contributions.  This assumes that every contributor will donate the maximum amount of $500, an assumption that will never be realized.  If the general election requires the candidate to raise another $150,000, the candidate must collect another 300 contributions, again assuming (unrealistically) that each contributor will contribute the full $500 amount.  While a strong grassroots campaign might compensate for some deficiency in campaign funds, a successful candidate’s contribution totals are rarely uncompetitive.

Can the candidate raise the necessary funds from the community, friends, and other like-minded people?  If not, is the candidate able to write the check himself and finance his own effort?  (A candidate’s own resources, employed in his own campaign, are not subject to a $500 limit.)  Candidates should be cautious to rely on promises of money.  Nothing is more common than for supporters, without meaning to lie or to mislead, to make promises of money that they never deliver.  While news stories continually remind us of the exorbitant amounts raised by statewide or national candidates, funds are far scarcer in smaller races.  Before even contemplating a run for office, a candidate must make realistic financial estimates and appreciate the limitations that a lack of money would impose.  Though finances are not the only determinant of success, they usually are the most reliable barometer.  It is a good test of the candidate.  Even presidential long-shot Congressman Dennis Kucinich proved that money is available for any candidate.  Good candidates do attract the money necessary to compete.
A candidate who is unsure of his ability to attract or invest the requisite dollars should neither lose heart nor instantly dismiss a run for office.  The candidate should instead evaluate his opponents and determine whether, once the campaign has begun, the dollars that will inevitably be invested in the race will gravitate toward him or toward his opponent.  In the meantime, find creative ways to raise money.  When I first ran for office, I knew that, as a teacher, I could not self-finance a campaign.  I immediately spoke to my family and friends and asked them not only whether I should run for office, but, if I did, whether they would be willing personally to contribute.  As a result, the fundraising lists from my first campaign, at least initially, are a composite family album and church directory.  I received no checks from the usual Republican Party donors—including interest groups—until later in the campaign.
But dollars from Tallahassee will eventually enter every race, and they generally follow the perceived leader.  Candidates can emerge from a variety of forums among the Tallahassee lobbyists.  The Chamber of Commerce, Associated Industries of Florida, and others organize candidate forums where candidates are vetted among a throng of lobbyists who have the ability quickly to cut checks for the campaign.  With this too there is risk and reward.  A frontrunner can quickly lose the positive “buzz” out of Tallahassee with a poor performance, just as an unknown can make an unexpected impact.  Logically, people are willing to invest in a potential winner.  A candidate who can distinguish himself early through local support might reach his fundraising totals when the big donors become involved.  Also, lobbying groups will solicit input from sitting legislators, and an endorsement from a powerful or popular member can often sway tight races, both financially and at the ballot box.
For most people, the most difficult aspect of campaigning is fundraising.  This is true not only because donors are naturally reluctant to part with their money, but because it is emotionally difficult to ask.  Asking first for another’s support, and then for their money, is like asking somebody on a date and then asking them to pay for it too.  A candidate who has accepted contributions also feels a duty to use the funds entrusted to him wisely and responsibly.  Fundraising is not only emotionally taxing; it consumes a large proportion of every candidate’s time.  Up to 40 percent of time spent campaigning will be spent raising money, in amounts large and small, and, at least until a candidate establishes himself as the clear frontrunner, the road only becomes steeper.  The first $5,000 to $10,000 might come easily, as relatives and close friends are eager to help, but once a candidate seeks contributions from new potential supporters, he will experience many cold phone calls, leave many unreturned messages, and hear many “no’s.”  This is a tough, expensive, and emotionally bruising business.
At fundraising events, it is always a bonus to have a “draw,” such as a Congressman or even a United States Senator or State Governor, whose celebrity will attract donors to the little known candidate.  This is rarely possible for newcomers.  Most events will be small house parties, barbeques, or a fundraiser for a specific group, such as dentists, doctors, realtors, or lawyers.  If the candidate can win the support of one or two influential people within one of these groups, they will often take the lead in recruiting their friends for contributions and growing an event from a small one to something much more successful.  Every relationship the candidate has must be maximized to draw in new people, because, as noted before, most candidates have very little name recognition—much less a Rolodex of political operatives—and cannot finance a run for the Legislature.
Fundraising is the responsibility of the candidate.  In a race for the Legislature, a fundraising committee or fundraising chairman be only marginally effective.  Most contributors, especially those willing to give in larger amounts, want the candidate to know of their support.  To such donors, the act of contributing loses its appeal when done indirectly through the medium of a committee or chairman.  In smaller races, such as those for the Legislature, fundraising is one of the few areas in which volunteers are unable to be very helpful.  This burden will and should always fall on the candidate.

Volunteers

Running an efficient grassroots campaign is the best way to distinguish oneself from the other candidates.  At the conclusion of the campaign most everyone is helping out because they have seen TV commercials, radio spots, direct mail, and yard signs.  It is the early part of the campaign that needs volunteer help.  This early effort is one way to signal to others that a campaign is a serious one and to gain support from others to join the cause. To this end, a corps of dedicated volunteers will be indispensable.  Alone, the candidate cannot create a presence for the campaign.  A one-man campaign will never succeed.  Volunteers perform essential functions, knocking on doors, waving on street corners, delivering yard signs, and addressing hundreds of letters and postcards.  They are the messengers and representatives of the campaign and candidate to the public.  To be successful, a candidate must be able to recruit and motivate volunteers.  Two extremely dedicated volunteers who are willing to endure every trial with the candidate might be sufficient.  But this degree of dedication is extremely uncommon.  Usually, a candidate will need a larger group of volunteers from which one or two at least might always be available.
As with fundraising, recruiting volunteers is difficult for people who are averse to asking others for favors.  Because volunteers seldom feel a strong personal interest in the campaign, they, like financial contributors, often fall short of the promises they make, and eventually lose all interest in the campaign.  For this reason, a person considering a run for office should err on the side of underestimating rather than overestimating the support he will receive from volunteers, and should invent creative ways to interest and retain the volunteers he has recruited.  A candidate who is willing to lead by example and to share the work in which volunteers are engaged—rather than supervise and micromanage—will be most likely not only to attract but to retain volunteers.  Like contributors, volunteers will take interest in the campaign only if they meet and interact with the candidate and feel that their efforts are valued and acknowledged.  The candidate must make sure that each volunteer has a good time, that no volunteer is asked too often, and that, with good organization, the candidate is respectful of the volunteer’s time.
The candidate’s family, friends, church, and business are usually the best sources of volunteers, but volunteers can also be found on the campaign trail.  Sometimes people offer to volunteer, either at fundraisers or public events.  Sometimes they offer at a home the candidate has visited while knocking on doors.  Other times, the candidate should actively seek and ask for their help.  When asking for help, the candidate should recognize that some volunteers will offer their assistance more regularly than others, and that some are better suited to certain tasks than to others.  By determining which aspect of the campaign most interests particular volunteers and best utilizes their talents, the candidate will increase the likelihood that volunteers will remain active in the campaign.  And of course the candidate should be mindful of always saying “thank you” to volunteers.  A t-shirt, a button, public acknowledgement, or even a short note will do a lot to keep volunteers engaged and to recognize those who have made a real effort to help the campaign.

Volunteer support is essential to a successful grassroots campaign.  Without the encouragement—often unspoken—of volunteers, a candidate will find it difficult to maintain a rigorous schedule.  Volunteers inspire the candidate, just as the candidate inspires the volunteers.  They each, reciprocally, strive to avoid disappointing the expectations of the other.  Volunteers also allow the campaign as a whole to meet more voters.  A team of volunteers might walk along one side of the street while the candidate walks on the other, and the total amount of work accomplished is instantly doubled.  Also, voters are impressed when a candidate’s friend, who otherwise has no direct interest in the result, takes the time and makes the effort to knock on the doors of strangers.

Politicians:  A Source of Knowledge

When seeking the information necessary to make the difficult decision to run for office, the candidate should speak to current or former elected officials.  Some politicians will regale him with tedious stories or simply display a big ego, but many will offer valuable advice and take an interest in the candidate simply because he solicited their views.  Politicians can offer a better understanding of the community, identify potential contributors, or offer critical intelligence about potential opponents and other local actors.  A courtesy visit will also show respect and soothe egos and potentially gain support.  Also, as with any enterprise, it is better to build on prior knowledge and experience, from whatever source, than to reinvent the wheel or run a campaign by trial and error.

While many people have a stereotypical image—good or bad—of what a politician is or is not (and perhaps the candidate is running because he does not like the politician currently in office), politicians are simply individuals from our community.  They might assume an egotistical air at times, but in general they reflect and are representative of the communities in which they live.  Moreover, they understand and have experienced what the candidate is preparing to undertake.  This job should be researched like any other, by speaking to current and former employees—in this case, with current and former public servants.  This is the best way to learn what a campaign and public office entail before deciding to invest the essential time and resources.

Meeting the People

A campaign is a marathon.  A candidate who declares his candidacy in January for a fall primary will have nine months to meet voters.  If the candidate is disciplined and sets out to meet 25 voters at their doors each day for five days each week, he will meet only about 4,500 people personally.  In a district with 133,000 registered voters (the size of a State House district), this number, though better than nothing, might not prove decisive.  However, with a solid team of 20 people who join the candidate each Saturday, the campaign can see the 20,000 necessary to make a serious impression on the constituency.  The work is by no means glamorous, and most people might never know of it.  But by building relationships and learning about people and the district, the campaign will make subtle but real progress each day.  Perhaps equally important, voters visited at their doors will talk to their family and friends about their encounter with the campaign, and, conversely, the candidate can tell voters in his speeches and at other gatherings of his door-to-door efforts.  The candidate who maximizes time spent meeting voters, rather than merely talking to friends, will enjoy an all-important advantage over his rivals.

The early months of a campaign also provide a candidate with a critical opportunity to practice in a one-on-one setting for the crowds he might encounter in the future.  Even in presidential elections, candidates practice such retail politics with small groups in small towns across New Hampshire and Iowa.  Before they ever step in front of a camera or behind a podium, they have spoken one-on-one with countless people.  They have listened to and learned from the voters and have discussed their views on hundreds of relatively minor occasions.  A candidate for the Legislature, after mastering one-on-one settings, might contact the president of a local Kiwanis or Rotary Club and arrange to speak with their groups to practice addressing small audiences.  When the time for a debate or other public event arrives, the candidate will be conversant with the thoughts and feelings of the constituency, the circumstances of the district, the issues—great and small—which affect it, and his own position on those issues.

The early months will give the candidate an opportunity to gauge his true interest in holding public office.  The candidate might decide that public life has lost its allure.  Like the first days of college, work, or even marriage, the initial celebration or, in politics, the “kick-off” event, is followed by inglorious and mundane work.  Campaigning can be a lonely experience exacerbated by an occasionally hostile environment.  Even in my own successful races, I many times asked myself rhetorically why I am walking door to door in ninety degree heat, merely to be told by one person that he intends to vote for another candidate or by another that he hates all Republicans.  Even if it is not apparent, however, the foundation is being set in the early, difficult days.  A list of contacts, updated nightly, might eventually become the candidate’s organization.  The early stages of a campaign will test the candidate’s mettle, but they might also be the long, exhausting days during which the campaign is won.

Basic Necessities

Every candidate must possess some basic necessities from the very commencement of the campaign.  A cell phone will be essential.  To retain some distinction between personal and campaign contacts, a candidate might find it necessary to purchase a second cell phone exclusively for campaign purposes.  A computer with an internet connection is equally important.  It will enable the candidate to run computer software, available from his political party, containing regional voter lists.  These lists will furnish essential information when the candidate and his volunteers walk door to door.  A computer will also allow the candidate to create and use an e-mail address system for campaign purposes, and will afford access to a variety of useful public information, including certain public records and the websites of private vendors.

Next, a candidate must prepare to meet the voters.  A basic piece of literature, known as a “walk card” or “palm card,” which the candidate can leave with people he meets is a necessity.  Without some piece of literature, voters might forget the candidate’s name and be unable to learn more about the candidate.  If the campaign budget allows the purchase of a more elegant card, basic printouts from a home computer should be avoided.  A simple sheet of paper might strike voters as amateurish.  On the other hand, a candidate can invest his money more wisely than to spend a great deal of money on a card that voters will eventually throw away.  In this regard, as in all regards, the candidate must use common sense.  The walk card should display the candidate’s picture, provide some biographical information, and mention three or four issues that comprise his platform.  It should also include basic contact information, such as a phone number and e-mail address, and, if the candidate has one, the address of his website.  If finances permit, purchase basic campaign postcards and stamps to follow up with people whom the candidate and his volunteers meet.

Secondary purchases might include a roll of lapel stickers and a few t-shirts.  Volunteers should wear the campaign’s identifiable colors whenever they meet the public on the candidate’s behalf.  Most importantly, a candidate should avoid wasting money on useless novelty items such as wooden nickels.  Especially in the early stages, money should be spent cautiously.  Not only the constituency, but potential contributors are carefully watching the campaign.  Unwise management of limited resources will convince the public that the candidate lacks good judgment, will convince potential contributors that their donations will be frittered away and that the candidate is not the likely winner, and will limit the campaign’s ability to defray necessary expenditures in the later stages.

Signs

The leading and most consistent source of visibility for any campaign is its yard signs.  A candidate might meet a voter once in the course of a campaign, or a well-informed voter might read six to a dozen newspaper stories that allude to the campaign.  Even a candidate waving on a street corner will not be seen by any given voter on more than a handful of occasions.  But every voter will almost daily see a campaign sign displaying the candidate’s name.  And, while campaign signs do not communicate much information, they tend to remind voters of the candidate and to show that the campaign is active and, if the sign is in a yard, that the candidate has grassroots support.

Because the campaign sign will be so visible, the candidate should carefully consider its color, design, and kind.  Blue and red on white are popular, but they generally do not appear in local races or even in races for the Legislature because the additional color will increase their cost.  Most signs for legislative candidates consist of a single color on a white corrugated material.  Signs that are too small or printed on mere cardboard tend to place the campaign in a diminutive light.  Because the purpose of a sign is to increase and reinforce name identification, the candidate’s last name should be clear and prominent, and nothing on the sign—for example, a slogan or message—should distract a viewer’s attention from the name.  Once designed, signs should be consistent.  The public will associate the color and appearance of the sign with the campaign, much like a sports team is identified by its distinctive colors.  Consistency will facilitate easier recognition of the signs and contribute to establishing the candidate’s name identification.  

A Simple Plan:  Walk and Wave

In my first campaign, I knew that I did not have the means to buy everything at once.  It was essential to conserve resources.  The scarcity of campaign funds in the early stages proved to be a blessing, however, because it taught me campaign discipline and gave me a better understanding of our mission.  Without any other recourse, we knocked on doors, waved with signs and banners on street corners, and met people wherever we could.  Through firsthand experience, we learned that there is no better way to secure the trust and support of voters than by knocking on their doors and shaking their hands.  The one-on-one touch, by humanizing the candidate, tends to disarm voters of the apprehension and skepticism they naturally feel toward political newcomers.  This personal contact can never be duplicated by a television commercial or radio broadcast.  My advice to any candidate whose schedule allows it is to walk door to door as often and as long as humanly possible.

Certainly, most of us do not have the ability to knock on doors from nine o’clock in the morning to eight o’clock at night.  Age or a lack of endurance might prevent it; more often a job with a definite schedule will not allow time for full-time campaigning.  In some districts, walking door to door is rendered impossible by a rural, decentralized population or by the prevalence of gated communities or apartment complexes that do not permit personal access.  At a steady pace, candidates in most districts should be able to visit the number of voters necessary to make a real impression on the electorate.  With some forethought, a candidate can form a strategy that will be both effective and realistic.  A typical plan for a candidate who cannot devote all day to campaigning might follow these general rules:

· During morning rush hour, wave on a street corner with volunteers.

· During the day, have volunteers prepare walk lists for that evening, address postcards, and run errands such as yard sign deliveries.

· During lunch, make calls to volunteers as well as to potential helpers and contributors.

· During afternoon rush hour, wave on a street corner with volunteers.

· After rush hour, walk door to door with volunteers.

· At dusk, head home to sign follow-up postcards to those whom you and your volunteers met.  

A schedule such as this is difficult to maintain but might be essential to victory.  On the weekends, I would recommend walking door to door for two or three hours, and, after lunch, walking again.  The more voters a candidate meets, the nearer the candidate comes to victory.  In races for the State House, primary elections usually attract between 10,000 and 15,000 voters.  Assuming that 10,000 people will vote, and that the winner will receive 55 percent of the vote, while a competitor will receive 45 percent of the vote, the difference between first and second places is a mere 1,000 votes.  A margin so small works in favor of the candidate who has maximized voter contact, not only because voters whom the candidate has met are more likely to vote for him, but because they are more likely to vote at all.  Thus, a candidate with a grassroots campaign simultaneously gains supporters and generates favorable turnout from people who might otherwise be non-voters.

When visiting voters at their doors, any campaign will need a plan.  The best method is to use the campaign software provided by the political parties.  With the aid of such software, any candidate or volunteer can print walk sheets.  These sheets will display all registered voters who live on specific streets.  The data can also be limited to voters of a specific party or with certain voting scores, determined according to the frequency of their turnout in past elections.  A Democratic candidate whose aim is to win the Democratic primary might choose to visit only Democratic voters with high voting scores, since this is the sector of the electorate that is likely to participate in a party primary.  A limitation to members of the same party is recommended even with respect to the general election, since “crossover” voters (voters of one party who vote for the candidate of the other) tend to be uncommon.

Take care in the selection of the neighborhood to be walked.  A systematic, precinct-by-precinct plan might be best, beginning with areas with a high concentration of voters registered with the candidate’s party and with a high voter turnout.  Compact neighborhoods with manageable lot sizes will allow the candidate and his volunteers to maximize their time.  In rural areas, a phone call or letter might substitute for a personal visit.  The completion of each precinct is an additional step toward victory.  While every candidate will boast about walking door to door, few actually walk on any meaningful scale.  The candidate who does—and does so regularly—will inevitably distinguish himself, and with the assistance of paid media, will almost always be assured victory.

While at the door, neither a candidate nor a volunteer should attempt to bombard the voter with detailed or impassioned political advocacy.  The object is merely to place a friendly face on the campaign, to allow the voter to initiate political discussions if he chooses, and to leave the voter with literature that will allow him to research or contact the candidate.  A simple script by which the candidate introduces himself to “stop by and say hello” will initiate conversation if the voter is so inclined.  In any event, the candidate should hand the voter a walk card and urge him to contact the candidate at any time by phone or e-mail.  Most people will simply thank the candidate for visiting, while a few might want to chat.  In all cases, the candidate, as an uninvited guest, should respect the voter’s time and property.  Finally, both the candidate and volunteers should take notes after visiting each home, noting any voter’s expression of interest or support.

A candidate should also be cognizant at all times of the safety of his volunteers.  Volunteers should walk together in pairs or at least parallel with each other on opposite sides of the street.  Teamwork serves the dual purposes of safety and motivation.  A volunteer who is left alone in a strange neighborhood for two hours will invariably have a bad, or at best an indifferent and uninspiring experience, and the candidate might lose the volunteer forever.  By walking in teams, each can support and assist the other as necessary.

By knocking on doors and waving on street corners, the campaign will slowly reach more and more people.  Those people will gain an interest in the campaign and might eventually be willing to contribute or volunteer.  At the very least, thousands of voters can be visited and word will assuredly spread.  People will tell their families, friends, and co-workers about a candidate or volunteer who knocked on his door for support, and the hard work will leave voters will an indelible impression.  To this day, people tell me and my volunteers that they remember a visit at their doors which took place perhaps six or seven years ago.  The hard work conveys a powerful message that people respect.  Old-fashioned, direct voter contact remains the best way to overcome any obstacle to electoral success.  Anything is possible in American politics.

Mistakes

During a long campaign, mistakes will inevitably occur.  Every candidate, either from overexcitement or mere inadvertence, occasionally says “the wrong thing” or makes an embarrassing verbal or grammatical mistake.  Every mistake will require a different remedy.  Often, a mistake is so minor as to warrant no notice, and the application of common sense to ordinary situations will prove to be the surest guide.  Because most candidates make such mistakes, they are not usually fatal to the campaign.  A candidate who handles a mistake well, once made, will usually recover because people understand that, in the words of Alexander Pope, “to err is human.”  This is especially true early in a campaign, when everybody expects novice candidates to be nervous.  The room for error decreases as the election approaches, however, because the public rightfully expects to see a capable and confident candidate before it converts the candidate into an officeholder.
Skeletons in the candidate’s closet, however, are an entirely different matter.  A person whose past involves scandal or embarrassment—such as an arrest record—should strongly consider never entering a race for public office.  Attempts to conceal the past will almost always fail.  Campaigns even for local and state office research their opponents, and some campaigns have better research techniques than others.  It is risky to assume that one’s opponent will not be able to discover what is hidden.  It is essential, therefore, for a candidate with a checkered past to consider whether he can tolerate its exposure to the entire public, including family and friends, or whether he should instead remain in private life.

The Opponent

In time, every candidate will begin to speculate about his opponent.  What is the opponent’s game plan?  What did the opponent do today?  What will the opponent do tomorrow?  Will the opponent “go negative”?  These and literally hundreds of other questions will naturally occur to every candidate for office over the course of a political campaign.  As difficult as it might be, most of these questions should probably be ignored.  It is impossible to control the opponent or to predict his next move.  As long as the candidate is generally aware of his opponent and prepared for anything, he has probably done the most that he can do.

Some opponents will go negative early and often.  A candidate running a positive, well-financed campaign grounded on ideas will not usually be overwhelmed by an opponent’s negativity.  Often, the most serious injury which a negative attack inflicts is that which the attacked candidate inflicts on himself.  If the attack causes the candidate to lose confidence or to respond incorrectly, it might prove far more damaging than the attack by itself would have been.  Every candidate should be prepared for a negative attack by being conscious of his own weaknesses and by discovering his opponent’s strengths, weaknesses, and background.  Once a negative attack takes place, the candidate’s reaction will be critical.  Should the candidate respond in kind, with negative ads of his own?  Should he respond to the attack, either by denying its premise or by acknowledging it and excusing or justifying his own conduct?  These questions depend on innumerable circumstances and should be carefully discussed by the candidate, his consultant, and his “kitchen cabinet.”  In most cases, the candidate should, if possible, remain positive, but on some occasions, a candidate might feel obliged to show his opponent that he is willing to retaliate.

Whenever possible, a candidate should run a positive campaign.  Speaking ill about an opponent at a voter’s door, for example, whether of the candidate’s own accord or prompted by the voter, tends to be counterproductive.  It might leave the voter with an impression that the candidate is bitter, or a back-biter, and will certainly not impress on the voter the positive, hopeful image that inspires support.  It also deprives the candidate of the ability, when his opponent begins a negative attack, to claim the high ground and contrast his own positive campaign to his opponent’s negative one.  When a candidate encounters his opponent at a public forum, he should, at most, focus on contrast and comparison.  If the candidate’s opponent is an incumbent, the challenger can set his opponent’s record before the public and call for a change.  The challenger should, however, be respectful, if for no other reason than that the incumbent, having been elected before, is probably respected by his constituents, and an attack would appear mean-spirited and would alienate most voters.  Contrast and comparison—not running down the opponent—will serve the candidate best.

Mail

As the campaign progresses, the candidate should, if his campaign is viable, begin to enlarge his financial resources.  With greater resources, the candidate can enter the next phase of his campaign.  To continued grassroots efforts, this phase adds indirect voter contact through paid media:  mail, television, and radio.  In modern campaigns, mail is the primary content.  In many races for the Legislature, most of the candidates never air a television commercial, and the effectiveness of radio advertising varies greatly with circumstances.  But a candidate who sends a direct mail piece is certain to reach his intended audience.  The goal is to at least to match his opponent’s paid media efforts.

Direct mail is perhaps the cheapest and certainly the most basic of the paid media.  Like other direct media, mail allows the candidate to communicate directly with the voters—if the mail piece is not instantly discarded.  The truth is most people walk directly from their mailboxes to the trashcan.  A candidate’s mail piece might have about 20 seconds to engage the voter’s attention, either by its size, shape, color, layout, design, or message.  Numerous mail pieces will reinforce the candidate’s message, and perhaps voters will at length take notice.  If nothing else, voters likely will remember the candidate’s name!

One benefit of direct mail is its targeted nature.  The candidate can select the individuals—usually by demographic characteristics—who will receive each mail piece.  While the supervisor of elections offers some resources that will assist a candidate in targeting mail pieces, it is far preferable, if possible, to hire a professional campaign consultant to perform this task.  Whether using a sophisticated software program or an experienced political consultant, the candidate should target mail pieces to likely voters, without expending scarce resources to mail literature to individuals who are unlikely to vote.  In a Republican primary, for example, a Republican candidate certainly can make a better use of campaign resources than by financing mail to Democratic voters.  Targeted mail has the advantage of enabling the candidate to communicate with the specific voters who are most likely to influence the results of the election. 

Television

Television is expensive but essential in today’s media age.  Television has the overnight ability to transform an unknown into to a celebrity.  A candidate whose budget can sustain a meaningful purchase of television air time without burdening necessary expenses should certainly make the investment.  On local cable television, a candidate not only can speak to voters in his own voice, but he can (virtually) stand face-to-face with voters in their living rooms.  Television also has a mystical tendency to glamorize, in the minds of viewers, whatever it conveys.  In my first campaign, many people saw me and my volunteers waving on street corners or met us when we knocked on their doors.  But it was not until we aired our first television advertisements that all our prior efforts were cemented into a solid mass of support throughout the community.

The combination of grassroots and television in a race for the Legislature is a formidable one.  Voters whom the candidate visited will remember the candidate when they see a television commercial, and their memories will be reinforced and enlivened by the influence of television.  Conversely, people who see the television commercial before meeting the candidate respond very favorably to meeting somebody that they regard as a celebrity.  Television advertising makes the candidate “real” by lifting him off the printed page and placing him, visible and audible, in front of thousands of voters who otherwise would never have seen more than a still picture of the candidate.  

Television advertising is not cheap.  In modern politics, and especially in legislative races, the cost of television makes it a mark of legitimacy.  Candidates who can afford to appear on television are viewed as legitimate contenders, and, in turn, are further legitimized by it.  The production costs for a television advertisement are at least $2,500 to $5,000, and in a small cable market a meaningful purchase of air time might cost an additional $10,000 or more per week.  It is, of course, very easy for any candidate to spend a large portion of his budget on television advertising.  Whether the investment is a sound one will depend chiefly on the amount of money the candidate has raised.  A candidate who has raised $100,000 before the primary, for example, should probably allocate part of it to television, while a candidate who has raised only half of that amount might have no alternative but to conserve his resources.

A television commercial, like other forms of paid media, should convey a simple, direct message.  The amount of information that can be conveyed in 30 seconds is obviously limited.  Also, because many people are inclined to leave their television sets or change the channel when commercials appear, the message should be one which interests people.  Usually an issue important to the community will serve as a good theme.  In addition to conveying its message, the object of the commercial should be to enhance the candidate’s name and face identification among the electorate.  It should also show voters the friendly, rational face of the candidate.  Voters often view politicians—especially newcomers—with some degree of trepidation.  Overcoming their initial apprehensions is one of the most significant purposes of all voter contact, direct and indirect.


While direct mail and television advertising are similar in many ways, they are also different and complementary.  Because people gather information through different channels, neither direct mail nor television is inherently superior to the other.  Television, for example, is less targeted than direct mail.  Voters each have favorite stations, and some watch no television at all.  In the choice of a station, however, a candidate can exercise some degree of control over the demographic of the audience.  A Republican candidate might prefer to advertise on FOXNews, rather than CNN, if he believes that Republicans are more likely to watch the former than the latter.  In the choice of stations, a local cable buyer will be able to assist a candidate.

Radio

A candidate who cannot afford television advertising should, if possible, have recourse to radio.  Radio is another mass communication option that places at least the voice and the personality of the candidate before a large segment of voters.  Like television advertising, the object is to increase the candidate’s name recognition while conveying a simple theme in a friendly, rational way.  Because it is less expensive, radio advertising is often the first of the paid media which the candidate should purchase.  With the increased popularity of talk radio, however, the price of radio advertising has increased dramatically in recent years.  When purchasing radio advertising, the candidate should consider which station and which radio shows attract the audience to which he intends to target his commercial.
For a conservative candidate, a conservative talk radio show is the ideal setting for a campaign advertisement.  Occasionally, a radio station will be willing, if asked, to give a candidate free air time on a radio show in combination with the purchase of radio advertising.  A candidate whose market includes talk radio should consider being on the show.  He should listen to the show and research the host, the format, and the audience to determine whether they suit his views and his style.  On radio, the candidate should be ready for the unexpected, both from callers and the host.  While the candidate should be courteous to the host, he should be aware that the host is not necessarily his friend.  The host’s aim is to increase his ratings, often through controversy.  The candidate running a positive campaign should never allow the host to lure him into making critical comments about his opponent, nor should he argue with a host who likely has a loyal audience.  Overall a candidate must evaluate the risk versus the reward.  Yes, the host may get great ratings, but it may be at the expense of the candidate.  

One advantage of a radio show is that, like an open-book exam in school, the candidate is free to use notes, bullet points, or other talk sheets.  At voters’ doors, or even on television, the use of notes would appear inappropriate or awkward.  On radio, of course, the situation is entirely different.  The host will frequently be willing beforehand to disclose to the candidate the questions he intends to ask.  The candidate should also place relevant facts before him if it enables him to answer in a coherent way and to provide the facts and data the constituency expects from a candidate and eventual officeholder.  If the candidate has reviewed his notes beforehand, he will be able to find a helpful fact or two in a timely manner, and the audience will not see him looking down and reading from a sheet of paper.  What matters is how it sounded—not how it looked.  The candidate’s notes will thus contribute to placing him in a favorable light, conveying the impression of a friendly and knowledgeable candidate.
One must also be careful during radio interviews.  The host could ask difficult questions that might put a candidate in a position that any answer might alienate a large bloc of voters.  Or the host might favor the candidate’s opponent and thus make the interview confrontational as opposed to asking basic questions, let alone softballs.  Finally, the candidate should be alert to the possibility that his opponent or one of his opponent’s friends or supporters might call the show in an effort to ambush him into committing a blunder.  Before participating in the radio show, the candidate should take advantage of the forum by letting his supporters know and encouraging them to call in and ask favorable questions or make favorable comments.  

The Media

Very few candidates expect anything good from the news media.  Republicans and Democrats alike view the media as purveyors of bad news—not good news—and candidates generally do not and should not expect the media to become their advocates.  Candidates should, however, take some simple steps designed to curry favor with the news media.  A candidate should arrange to meet with the editorial board and political writers of the local newspaper, not to deliver a persuasive harangue about how and why the candidate will and should win, but merely as a courtesy.  Like door-to-door campaigning, a friendly face humanizes the candidate and goes farther towards eliciting support than rhetoric or argument.  Like voters at their doors, members of the media will, after a simple introduction by the candidate, often initiate political conversation.  The candidate’s response should be polite and succinct, outlining the reasons for his candidacy and the issues most important to his campaign in a rational, conversational style.

Even with such an introduction, a candidate for the Legislature should not expect to receive much media coverage, and the media is not in the business of doing favors for any candidate.  At every general election, the attention of the media is divided between races for Congress and either a presidential or gubernatorial election, and these races—not the typical State House race—will receive the bulk of the coverage.  A candidate can attempt to generate news coverage by remaining in contact with members of the media or by issuing press releases, but in most cases such attempts will prove fruitless.  However difficult it might be for a candidate for office to comprehend, others are not nearly as interested in his campaign as he is.  Letters to the editor, sent by friends and supporters, are often the only way in which a candidate, especially early in the campaign, can cause his name to appear in print.

In relations with the media, a candidate should always be candid and honest.  On one hand, the candidate should not disclose his campaign strategy or any other information which the whole world should not know, but on the other, an open dialogue conducted in a professional manner will make the best impression on members of the media.  A candidate, while guarded in speech, should, to foster a good relationship, provide the media with some information.  Also, a candidate should be accessible and timely when giving a response, as he would be if a voter, rather than the media, called with a question on an issue.  Just as a candidate would promptly return the voter’s call, lest he should lose a vote, a candidate should respond to media inquiries without unreasonable delay.  A candidate that does not return calls would be an officeholder that does not return calls, and neither voters nor the media will support such a candidate.

In other regards, a candidate’s interactions with the media should parallel the candidate’s interactions with voters.  Being accessible is paramount.  Even if the candidate chooses not to comment on a story, the reporter deserves a call back as a matter of courtesy.  If a candidate chooses to respond to the questions, it is imperative never to lie.  The public and the media already suspect the honesty of politicians, and a candidate who attempts to deceive will quickly become entangled.  If the candidate is uncertain about information the reporter seeks to discuss, that uncertainty should be stated up front—not concealed.  The reporter should be told that the candidate will take the time to research the information and then give a timely response, or, at a minimum, the candidate should let the reporter know where the information might be found.  Again, the candidate must be candid—in fact, the words “candidate” and “candid” both derive from the Latin “candidus,” meaning “white” or “glowing,” since office seekers in ancient Rome customarily wore white togas to signal their pure and stainless characters.  It does not follow that a candidate must tell the reporter everything, but what he chooses to disclose must be truthful.

If an editorial board or a reporter asks for a meeting, the candidate should not hesitate.  Here again the candidate can choose how much information to disclose or on which issues to comment.  But by attending a board meeting or by meeting individually with a reporter, the candidate, together with his motives and his intentions, is humanized, and any criticism is done personally, not anonymously.  A candidate should keep in mind, however, that, unlike candidates, editorial boards need not be and frequently are not consistent.  They are not, like the candidate, subject to election.

The candidate must be disciplined enough to give the same answers over and over both to reporters and voters.  On issues like abortion, stem cell research, the death penalty, and education a candidate will be asked similar questions in many different ways.  Even one accidental inconsistency will lead to stories that the candidate “flip-flopped” or is “wishy-washy” or even untruthful.  Opponents and reporters alike can seize on these mistakes and destroy a promising campaign.  This again underscores the importance of preparation before a candidate even begins a campaign.  A candidate that is unsure of his position on an issue, particularly an issue that is well known and very important to many people, will likely have difficulty at public events as voters and reporters make their judgments.

Reporters view a campaign much like any outside observer views a sporting event.  The more competitive a race becomes, the more interest is taken and newspapers are sold.  To a reporter, an uncompetitive landslide means no readers.  As a result, the media look for conflict or at least real contrast between candidates to pique the interest of their readers.  A close election also increases an editorial board’s sense of its own importance.  A positive piece late in the election could sway voters who are looking for an “impartial” source instead of electioneering literature to make their final decisions.  In a landslide, however, an endorsement or news story does not matter.  Reporters will not cover the race, and this tends only to widen the disparity between the leading candidate and the unknown challenger.  The candidate who falls behind might resort to risky comments or challenges to gain the attention of the public and the media, and, while such tactics might energize a race, they often accomplish little more than to cement a negative impression with voters that some politicians will do “anything” to win.  

A candidate should avoid picking a fight with a newspaper.  A piece of mail sent by the candidate to likely primary voters will cost at least $7,000 for a State House race and $20,000 for a State Senate race.  By contrast, the newspaper will print every day to a greater number of people.  A legislative candidate simply does not possess the resources necessary to compete with a hostile newspaper.  Despite what people say, a newspaper’s opinion of the candidate does matter.  A good newspaper story is always preferable to an unfavorable one, regardless of how much people profess to “hate” the local paper for its biased opinions.  Any conflict with the paper should be a policy matter, not a personal one.  If the candidate senses that the newspaper is treating him or his candidacy unfairly, it is always best to make an appointment with a reporter or editor to air complaints in a constructive manner, and not to take aim at the paper in an open feud.  The candidate’s perception of unfair treatment could, after all, be a simple misunderstanding.

At the end of the day, a candidate wants favorable press.  This is termed “earned media,” as distinguished from “paid media.”  To earn media attention, the candidate must interest the media in a story in a way that promises to sell newspapers.  My campaign plan was to maximize visibility in the community by walking door to door, waving on street corners, and using a fun slogan, but other things can be done.  One candidate in the same election cycle went door to door on rollerblades.  Another distributed Wise potato chips when meeting voters, while a third handed out water during a parade on a hot day.  Each received favorable attention in the press.  Some might think that a fun slogan is goofy, that going door to door on rollerblades is hokey, or that giving away water is not a productive use of campaign dollars, but each resulted in positive publicity for the candidate.

It is important, though, to vet such ideas with friends before it becomes a central theme of the campaign and perhaps brands the campaign as a gimmick.  Some candidates become so desperate for coverage that they risk being viewed as silly or just plain weird.  They venture to comment on matters that are not within their expertise or to say something sensational merely to read their names in the paper.  Voters and reporters alike are able to discern grandstanding, and ultimately the actions of such candidates will reflect poorly on them.  The old adage that all press is good press is unquestionably false.

Overall, both conservatives and liberals express dislike of the media.  Conservatives believe that the “establishment” media, such as the New York Times, Washington Post, or even the local paper is consciously adversarial to all conservatives and unwilling to tell the truth about Democrats.  At the same time, liberals too show distrust of the media and believe that alternative news sources such as conservative talk radio, FOXNews, and even the Drudge Report are merely a wing of the Republican Party.  All voters, regardless of their ideologies, have some sort of prejudice concerning the press—it is simple human nature—and they feel the same general dislike with respect to elected officials.  Most people say they distrust all politicians, but most of these would still like to meet one and share their ideas on government.

When a candidate becomes an incumbent office holder, his relationship to the media changes.  Of course, the same standards of honesty and accessibility continue to apply, but elected officials naturally receive more “earned media.”  They are no longer required to work as hard in order to be quoted or to appear on television or radio shows.  Now, the media will call the elected official, and the elected official can be more selective as to the issues on which he chooses to comment or the shows on which he wishes to appear.

A skillful elected official will acquire an overall knowledge of the most salient issues and then select a niche issue in which to specialize.  As the “expert” on the issue, whether it is taxes, education, health care, or the environment, a knowledgeable official will earn guaranteed respect.  The official’s reputation as an expert will not only ensure that the local paper will turn to him on matters within his expertise, but will also increase the likelihood of attention from state or even national reporters.  Expertise in a specific area of public policy truly empowers the elected official.  The official will soon find that the media are looking to him after receiving “referrals” from other, unselfish officials who, when they know that a question is outside their competence, point reporters to their more knowledgeable colleague.

Elected officials also encounter dangers from which challengers are exempt.  For example, an elected official is subject to the Sunshine Law, which exposes all e-mails, letters, and phone logs to press and public scrutiny.  The Sunshine Law serves very beneficial purposes, but it can embroil unscrupulous officials in difficult situations, and even scrupulous officials must always be on their guard to avoid all statements that might be misunderstood.  Elected officials must also avoid complacency.  If an elected official loses touch with the people who elected him, defeat might follow.  Officials should also continue to visit editorial boards and reporters.  This rapport helps officials to remain engaged with issues in the public eye.  Members of the Legislature are often away from their homes and thus stand to benefit from the insights of those on the ground in the community.

Radio and television opportunities often follow elected officials.  People want to hear directly from the decision-maker.  These opportunities again expose an elected official to possible criticism, but their knowledge, gained through experience, more often than not can offset an attack.  Plus, if an elected official feels that he has been treated unfairly by the host, he has the luxury simply to avoid that show.  While a candidate desperately seeking to establish name identification has more to lose in slighting the media than the media does, a host without regular access to elected decision-makers may lose his audience, and the official will seldom be at a loss to find a new forum.  Officials must also avoid the temptation to criticize or argue with other elected officials in the media.  In the heat of debate, disputes might arise, but publicizing them will only exacerbate the situation.

Perhaps the most critical lesson for a candidate to remember is that, despite the media’s influence, every story is transient.  A candidate’s best efforts to control media coverage of his campaign will often fail.  Critical stories—or stories which the candidate perceives to be critical—might appear in any event, but these should rarely be a cause for concern.  Only candidates hyper-analyze news stories.  Unless the story involves real scandal, most people merely glance at it and, in time, forget it.  The candidate should neither underestimate the power of media, nor so overvalue it as to permit it to divert him from his campaign plan.
Blogs

The newest medium—the internet, and, specifically, the “blog”—is an entirely different phenomenon from traditional media.  The blog (an abbreviated compound of “web log”) emerged during the 2006 election and is now a main driver in Tallahassee politics.  Spurred by the developing power of technology to gratify the inherent human desire for self-expression, blogs are interactive but usually anonymous fora for the exchange of political opinions.  While their influence on the political process cannot be empirically determined, they have become a fixture the popularity of which, for various reasons, is not expected to wane.

A blog is a story, generally written in a concise, informal, and impromptu manner, posted on the internet and accompanied by a space in which readers are invited to post comments.  The most frequented blogs appear on the websites of influential newspapers, such as the St. Petersburg Times, Orlando Sentinel, Palm Beach Post, and Miami Herald.  The initial story, or, in most cases, a blurb, is written by a reporter of the newspaper.  On most blogs, readers may post their comments anonymously, and the string of comments, each of which is identified by the date and time of posting, can continue indefinitely.  In the political world, blogs tend to contain information that does not or cannot appear in the typical newspaper format.  Because readers do not expect blog postings to exhibit the same perfect structure and ritualistic formality of ordinary newspaper stories, blogs are better suited than traditional formats to convey breaking or developing stories, mere leads or hints, unverified but often accurate reports, or stories of lesser significance but perhaps greater real interest to readers.

In some ways, a blog is the modern “town hall meeting” or even “the tavern of old” where travelers and locals alike would gather to exchange the latest gossip.  Because of their specialized nature, political blogs tend to be frequented by Tallahassee insiders, who, more than most voters, seek out minute-by-minute information posted by other Tallahassee insiders, and post their own observations, often based on firsthand knowledge.  Of course, some is true, and some is not.  Blogs display strict disclaimers against placing malicious comments or false rumors on the site, but, in many ways, like so much of the internet, blogs are policed by their own readers.  Though the anonymity afforded to those who post comments on blogs tends to coarsen the conversation, the political marketplace usually correct excesses, as false statements are corrected and malicious statements refuted by the comments of other readers.

In Florida, blogs are no longer the exclusive domain of Tallahassee insiders.  Every day, the SayfieReview.com website prominently features dozens of active political blogs, and readers can scroll through their headlines and select the blog that interests them most.  As a “clearinghouse” of blogs, the SayfieReview.com website has made access to and the selection of blogs by readers quick and easy.  Simply by reviewing the blog headlines, a reader can find up-to-the-minute stories and insider comments on bills before the Legislature, the leadership races taking place in Tallahassee, or rumors about elected officials seeking higher office.

Blogs have come a long way.  Nationally, Matt Drudge first popularized blog sites, and, in Florida, a site called the Grapefruit served as a trailblazer.  Now, beyond those mentioned above, a whole host of new sites has sprung up to suit every reader’s political turn.  Politicians themselves have even created their own blogs to seek input from and interaction with the voters and to show their concern for every voter’s opinion, but sites by the major press have much more credibility and readership, especially because they are collected on the popular SayfieReview.com political website.

Blogs have the potential to create stories.  There was great speculation on the blogs in 2006 regarding the respective gubernatorial nominees and their selections for Lieutenant Governor, and reporters covering the Legislature in Tallahassee frequently post their observations on the blogs in real time.  Traditional media, in turn, often find stories on the blogs and sends their reporters to investigate.  Because information posted on blogs is often so much more current and insightful than that in conventional formats—in great measure because blogs are made by insiders for insiders—lobbyists, staffers, and even legislators visit them find the latest reports.  They also use blogs to influence “insider” opinions.  For example, a single person, posting frequently and anonymously, can manufacture the appearance of broad support for an individual or a policy, and staffers commonly visit the blogs to promote their legislator.

In some ways, blogs have become a forum for those who seek to influence the process unofficially.  Anonymity places every reader on a par with the others, and thus allows people to rally support for their cause or candidate.  In the midst of a hot election or a fight in Tallahassee between rival sides, one can expect allies and adversaries to take to the blogs to attack or defend.  A blog can shape policy or even races by propagating information that might not otherwise have received circulation.  A reader posting on a blog can serve the function of an informant in a criminal case, and, though the process is often ugly, it can produce results.  At the same time, as readership increases, blogs have become more credible and false statements are exposed quite quickly.

The actual effect of blogs on the political process and their relevance to the majority of state legislative candidates is not yet clear.  On one hand, blogs might be little more than convenient fora in which insiders can vent their opinions, engage in argument, and quarrel among themselves.  In this regard, a blog might be a mere debating society without practical benefits.  On the other hand, the use of blogs by decision-makers and other insiders gives candidates an opportunity by anonymous postings to advertise themselves, their successes, and their good qualities.  Without giving the appearance of self-praise, a candidate or his supporters might begin to create name identification in Tallahassee through the medium of the blogs.  At the very least, blogs provide candidates a forum in which to gain useful information about the political process, to test their knowledge of the issues, and to sharpen their skills.

Professional Consultants

Every candidate for legislative office should consider hiring a professional consultant.  A limited budget will make the decision a difficult one.  An ample or even sufficient one should leave no doubt.  Professional consultants offer candidates experienced and dispassionate ideas and advice.  This is a critical service, especially for a candidate with little or no political experience.  A good consultant will provide a good initial game plan—instructing the candidate as to what he should and should not do, and even when he must and must not sleep—and will be able to assist the candidate when unanticipated events arise.  His advice will include designing mail pieces, drafting campaign literature, formulating a budget, and devising responses to negative attacks.  He will support his advice with reasoning and examples, and the candidate will in time value the advice he has purchased.

The advice of a consultant is especially valuable for two reasons.  First, they have already experienced most situations which the candidate will encounter.  Books such as this one cannot, in any profession or enterprise, fully prepare the reader for the real world.  In the context of a campaign, turns in the road that surprise the candidate will be familiar to the consultant, and the consultant should be able at such critical junctures to take the reigns and offer sound advice on the solid basis of practical experience.  Second, a consultant’s detached situation secures him from the daily emotions which the candidate and his family, friends, and volunteers naturally feel.  With the aid of telephone, e-mail, and a fax machine, a consultant can be fully effective at any distance from the candidate.  The consultant’s distance from the emotional campaign in which the candidate is embroiled will allow the consultant to offer sound advice uninfluenced by momentary feelings.

Because a consultant will become a vital part of the campaign, a candidate should take great care in his choice.  If the candidate visits Tallahassee, he might wish to discuss the choice of a consultant with those whom he meets, including incumbent officeholders.  The candidate, however, should make the final decision, and the decision should be influenced not only by the consultant’s knowledge or reputation, but by the candidate’s own personal comfort with the consultant.  The consultant should be one whom the candidate likes and respects, and whose personality harmonizes with that of the candidate.  The decision should also be influenced by finances.  Some consultants are simply too expensive.  Some charge up front, while others incorporate their fee into advertising they produce for the candidate.  Some will even bill for every phone call.  However, the fact that the candidate might be a political novice will not deter many consultants.  If they have confidence in the candidate’s potential, a consultant will often be willing to make a financial sacrifice during the first campaign, providing services at cost, in the expectation that it will be recompensed by future successes.


Many consultants also provide value to a campaign by designing and targeting its direct mail.  Their experience enables them to select designs and themes that will attract favorable attention.  They know from past campaigns which messages have proven effective and which have fallen short.  With the aid of certain software programs, they are also able to target direct mail to restricted classes of recipients and make all necessary arrangements with regard to printing and delivery.  The candidate has little more to do than merely to review the proposed mail piece, sent by the consultant to the candidate as an attachment to an e-mail, to respond with ideas, questions, or comments, and to pay the bill.  The time saved by the candidate can then be devoted to other aspects of the campaign.

Early Staff

In a legislative race, a candidate’s early staff should consist, at most, of a consultant and a campaign manager.  The campaign manager can make phone calls, monitor the website, organize volunteers, and plan campaign activities.  In different ways, both the consultant and the campaign manager assist the candidate by relieving him of the necessity of making every decision.  While the candidate has final responsibility for all decisions and should personally make all major ones, he cannot and should not attempt, at least after the earliest stages, to micromanage the campaign.  To some degree, the candidate himself should follow the directives of the consultant and campaign manager and should be selective in expressing disagreement with their decisions.  Of course, a consultant or campaign manager whose views are consistently or fundamentally at variance with those of the candidate should not be retained, but, as far as possible, the candidate should allow them to make his life easier.  Finally, to preserve harmony within the campaign, the candidate should establish clear lines of communication among campaign staff, as well as between the campaign manager and volunteers.

Personal Touch

Politicians are seen as—and are—talkers.  In my opinion we talk too much.  But the most effective politicians are those who listen and those who, in various ways, show a personal interest in people.  For example, a candidate who knocks on a voter’s door has shown that voter that he is willing to go to the trouble of walking in the summer heat to visit him at his house.  If the candidate follows his visit with a little note to thank the voter for his time, he has again shown personal interest, and every instance of such interest creates a deep impression.  Genuine interest in the public, demonstrated by a personal touch, is lacking in politics today, and voters reward candidates who prove to be exceptions to the rule.


Listening to people serves the very purpose for which candidates are elected to public office.  Voters whose homes a candidate visits frequently offer their opinions on the most important issues, from taxes to education to health care.  The candidate should make a note of such comments.  The real long-term advantage of door-to-door visits is not to gather votes, but to take the pulse of the community—to know the ideas and sentiments of the public without taking a poll.  It is the essence of a representative democracy.  A candidate who listens to voters will be better informed and better able to represent the interests of his constituents.

People remember respect and courtesy.  By allowing voters to speak and genuinely listening to their ideas, the candidate shows a voter respect.  By thanking voters for the few minutes they devoted to the candidate, the candidate shows courtesy.  Through these simple acts, the candidate will distinguish himself from others, because too many candidates and officeholders, in their interactions with voters, merely ramble incessantly about themselves.  Voters even differentiate a real from a printed signature on a postcard.  Many years after the fact, people still tell me fondly of the note they received in the mail or the visits I made to their homes or their classrooms.  To me, these moments are the most rewarding experiences of public life.

Technology:  A Necessity

When I first ran for office in 2000, only a relatively small percentage of candidates for the Legislature had websites.  A website is now essential.  A website is a direct means of communication between the candidate and the voter in an emerging media.  It enables the candidate to provide information to voters in greater length and detail and to a greater number of voters than he would be able to do through any other means.  It also enables the candidate to collect and distribute information from and to supporters, enlarging his base of support with little additional effort.  Finally, a website which is professional in appearance and informative in its content will also assure voters that the candidate has taken positions in a public way, and that he is accessible to his constituency.

Every website should include certain features.  Most importantly, it should include a concise biography of the candidate and a fairly detailed set of issue positions.  This like all campaign literature should be drafted carefully and honestly.  The website should also include pictures of the candidate.  Pictures tend to personalize the candidate and to allow voters to draw inferences about the candidate.  The website should also allow members of the public to submit their e-mail addresses to the campaign for the purpose of receiving occasional e-mail newsletters.  In time, a candidate might assemble a large database of voluntarily submitted e-mail addresses, and thus can create an avenue for the instant dissemination of important information to supporters.  Of course, because the candidate’s opponents will likely submit their e-mail addresses in order to receive the same information, e-mail newsletters, like all campaign literature, should be carefully and thoughtfully drafted.

The website should also offer voters an easy way to contact the candidate by e-mail.  The candidate should personally respond to e-mails he receives from voters.  Even Governor Jeb Bush, in the midst of his numerous official duties, personally answered as many of his e-mails as he possibly could.  A simple, honest, and personalized response in acknowledgment of the e-mail is not only basic courtesy, but it also demonstrates that, as a representative of the people, the candidate would be responsive to their opinions, ideas, and questions.  E-mail, therefore, serves as a line of communication between a candidate or officeholder and voters, and one through which voters are often more apt to initiate conversation than by phone or in person.  The candidate must, however, constantly be aware that any e-mail might have been sent by an opponent or the friend or supporter of an opponent in order to elicit a controversial response.

The candidate should promote his website by placing the web address on all campaign literature—from walk cards to mail pieces—as well as on television commercials and perhaps even on yard signs.  He should also encourage voters, whether at a debate or other public event, or at a voter’s door, to visit the website for additional information.  The web address should be simple and easy to remember.  It should certainly not require them to spell an uncommon name, such as “Haridopolos.”  In my case, www.senatormike.com seemed preferable, as one that voters could easily remember, even if mentioned to them in conversation.

Today, a candidate without a website will be viewed as either not credible or not “with it.”  A website and e-mail address is an excellent way to communicate with voters without the expenditure of much money.  An e-mail account can even be established free of charge with many major e-mail providers, and an e-mail newsletter, sent perhaps to hundreds of voters, will save the candidate some money and considerable effort by avoiding the necessity of sending ordinary mail.  Every candidate should either find somebody—whether at work, church, or among friends—with the necessary computer skills to construct a site, or pay a webmaster to create one.  Its advantages, as an active vehicle of communication with voters, will compensate for the expense.

PACs

PACs are financial accounts established by interest groups for the purpose of pooling resources to accomplish their political objectives, typically by producing advertisements or contributing to political campaigns.  Perhaps the majority of these interests are professional groups, consisting, for example, of physicians, dentists, firefighters, police, homebuilders, or realtors.  These groups raise funds for the PACs they have established, either from the individuals, businesses, or other interests that they represent or from external otherwise.  They can then make donations from those PACs to political candidates, subject to the limit of $500 per election.  But candidates for office, especially unproven ones, should not expect to collect a plethora of PAC money.  PACs, like prudent investors, invest slowly and cautiously—at least initially.

Florida law provides for three kinds of political associations:  political committees, committees of continuous existence, and electioneering communications organizations.  (Strictly speaking, the designation “PAC” is a misnomer as applied to these Florida entities and is borrowed from federal law, which provides for the creation of “political action committees.”).  Political committees are free to engage in a wide variety of political activities, including advertising and contributions, but they generally cannot accept contributions in excess of $500 per donor per election.  Committees of continuous existence (CCEs) and electioneering communications organizations (ECOs) are not subject to the contribution limit and can collect funds in unlimited amounts, but their powers are more circumscribed.  CCEs tend to be used only to make contributions, while ECOs tend to be used only to engage in certain political advertising.

In general, PACs weigh two considerations when deciding whether or not to contribute to a campaign.  First, like any individual contributor, a PAC will contribute only if its views and the views of the candidate more or less correspond.  A group which advocates liberal causes will not promote a conservative candidate by contributing to his campaign, and a conservative interest group will not donate to a liberal.  To determine the political views of the candidates, interest groups often send questionnaires to the candidates or invite candidates for interviews.  The questions tend to be direct and should be answered honestly, if for no other reason than that questionnaires are often made public.  Some questionnaires (such as those from groups whose philosophies the candidate knows are diametrically opposed to his, or those from extremist or fringe groups) are not worth answering, and an incumbent whose views are well known often answer none at all.  A political novice, however, should answer most questionnaires and participate in most interviews.

Second, PACs consider the candidate’s potential to win.  Every indication of future success increases the probability that PACs will contribute to a candidate’s campaign.  A candidate who has raised a considerable amount of local money, and who therefore has shown local support, is more likely to be regarded as a frontrunner or potential winner.  As a result, money tends to attract more money.  PACs will also take notice of grassroots efforts.  A candidate who, through hard work, has made a strong impression on voters in his community will attract attention, especially because the leaders of PACs frequently understand politics even better than many politicians.  A candidate should emphasize his strengths and attempt to show that he is the likely victor.

Despite the popular conception that, in politics, special interest money abounds, PACs are stingy, and, unless a clear frontrunner emerges, an incumbent is in the race, or circumstances compel them to choose a side, they tend to wait until after the primary to contribute to any candidate.  A first-time candidate can, however, attempt to initiate the process by calling or mailing lobbyists (listed on the website of the Florida Legislature), informing them of his candidacy and seeking their support.  Once the candidate has some evidence of local support, he should attempt to arrange meetings with lobbyists, however brief, even if it requires a trip to Tallahassee.  Though they might not result instant contributions, these meetings might pave the way for the future, and the candidate might receive useful advice or make important connections during this process.


After a candidate secures victory in the primary election, and certainly when the candidate is running as an incumbent for re-election, PAC contributions will become more abundant.  Nothing demonstrates a candidate’s worth more clearly than electoral success.  The candidate, however, will never view PAC contributions in the same light as the individual contributions given by family and friends in the earliest stages of the campaign.  The support of family and friends at a time when few others recognize the candidate’s potential for success will always remain the most memorable support a candidate for public office can ever receive.

Political Party

Political parties are not the dynamic force they once were.  In the past, parties chose their nominees in small caucuses of influential party leaders.  Now, nominees are chosen in primary elections in which all voters registered with that political party collectively select the party’s candidates.  The choice of nominees has been transferred from an elite class of party leaders to voters across the state, so political parties now remain entirely aloof and uninvolved in primary elections.  As a result, candidates who are unknown to or disfavored by the “party establishment,” but who run ambitious, grassroots campaigns, can nevertheless be successful.  In addition, declining party loyalty has depopulated and greatly diminished the influence of political party organizations.  While showing respect to their party leaders, therefore, candidates should not allow the political party to dominate their campaigns.


The two major political parties in the state of Florida each consist of a state-level organization—the Republican Party of Florida and the Democratic Party of Florida—as well as “executive committees” in each county.  When I first ran for the Florida House, the party organization most meaningful to my campaign was the Brevard County Republican Executive Committee.  Each executive committee consists of one committeeman and one committeewoman from each voting precinct within the county, and each elects its own leaders.  


A candidate should view the executive committee as a resource.  He should make an effort to build relationships with its members.  He should greet and introduce himself to the chairman, and he should assure the chairman that he will promote the election of whichever candidate becomes the party nominee.  By showing respect to the party, attending executive committee meetings, and introducing himself to committee members, the candidate might gain important support, either at the present time or in the future.  While a candidate who has courted the executive committee before becoming a candidate might have an advantage over a newcomer, this advantage is neither certain nor permanent.  When I first ran, I knew very few members of the executive committee, but in time many of its members came to support me and my campaign.


Courting a political party—and, specifically, the members of an executive committee—requires some tact.  On one hand, contact with ordinary voters in large numbers is infinitely more important than contact with a small number of executive committee members, for the simple reason that a larger number of votes can be won or lost.  Conversely, members of the executive committee are active and experienced partisans, and many might have useful connections or other resources.  A candidate should therefore neither ignore the party nor allow it to divert a disproportionate amount of his time from grassroots efforts.  The candidate should make efforts to secure the local party’s endorsement (for example, by calling executive committee members and attending meetings), but should also realize that the general public neither knows who serves on the executive committee nor, except in a few, specific cases, will be influenced by the views of party leaders.

Qualifying as a Candidate

Candidates for public office are required to “qualify” for nomination or election.  In other words, the candidate must complete the necessary paperwork and submit it to the Florida Division of Elections before his name is placed on the election ballot.  In addition to filing paperwork, the candidate must either pay a “qualifying fee”—approximately $2,000 in the case of a candidate for the Florida Legislature—or collect petitions signed by voters on the Division’s approved form.  To qualify by the petition method, a candidate for the Legislature must collect a number of petitions equal to one percent of the number of registered voters in the district—about 2,500 in each Senate district and 800 in each House district.

The petition method serves as a good way to gauge the candidate’s early support, and it encourages the candidate to engage in grassroots voter contact.  It gives the candidate a definite goal and a reason to talk with people.  It also gives volunteers a good way to become involved and to tell voters about the candidate.  It demonstrates to the public the candidate’s willingness to work, and, by saving the campaign $2,000, it underscores the candidate’s cautious expenditure of valuable resources.  Finally, although voters who sign the petition in no way pledge their future support for the candidate, collected petitions give the candidate a list of names of individuals who have taken some interest in the candidate and who might at least be inclined to support the candidate in the future.

At the Start

Knowing this information, the campaign is ready to begin.  How will the candidate “kick off” his campaign?  With the opening event, the candidate’s goal is not to break a fundraising record or to spend a lot of money on a lavish party.  After all, the event is likely to attract only family and friends, whose votes the candidate has (hopefully) already secured.  Instead, to announce his candidacy, the candidate should attempt to gather as many people as possible at his home or at a local gathering place.  Unless the candidate is already an elected official, he probably will receive no press coverage at this early stage, but it would not hurt to invite the political reporter and send at least the local paper a press release.

 Early fundraising efforts are essential.  Before the “kickoff” event, the candidate should already have identified at least 15 to 20 people who have expressed a willingness to contribute immediately in the maximum $500 amount.  This will give the candidate at least $7,500 to $10,000 from the beginning for the purchase of campaign basics and will ensure that the initial kickoff is not followed by the anticlimactic appearance of inactivity.  If a candidate is not able to gain that support, he should really re-evaluate a run for public office.  Again, money is a sign of initial support and a base on which to build an eventual run for a high office.  

At the kickoff event, and in printed material, the initial contributors can be distinguished as the “host committee,” rewarding their willingness to contribute and encouraging others to follow the example.  With the initial collection of funds, the campaign can purchase the essentials, while also saving as much as possible.

Too many candidates spend thousands on a campaign kickoff event and then go nowhere.  Like any business, careful management of resources is essential, and overhead expenses can prove fatal.  The same dollars are better employed for voter contact efforts, and the candidate’s supporters will understand the nature of political campaigning well enough to understand.  Spending hundreds to raise hundreds will merely show contributors that the candidate cannot wisely manage contributions entrusted to him, and it will discourage them as well as potential contributors from donating to the campaign in the future.  It will also cause the candidate to appear pretentious at a time when he has not yet achieved anything.  Finally, the public will naturally be skeptical about trusting their tax dollars to a candidate who has spent campaign funds extravagantly.

A candidate’s kickoff event should be simple.  A small reception at the candidate’s home, with hamburgers, hotdogs, and a short speech, is ideal.  The candidate should meet each attendee personally and should collect their names and e-mail addresses on a sign-in sheet at the door.  If the event is a success, the candidate should be encouraged.  But a campaign is a marathon, and the hard work has only begun.

The Legislative Process

The Florida Legislature is the lawmaking body of the state of Florida.  Like Congress, which makes laws that apply to the entire United States, the Florida Legislature is divided into two chambers:  a House of Representatives and a Senate.  The Florida House has 120 members and the Florida Senate has 40 members, far fewer than the United States House (435) and United States Senate (100), respectively.  Members of the Florida House serve two-year terms, while members of the Florida Senate serve four-year terms, with one-half of Senators up for election in each even-numbered year.  All members of the Florida Legislature are chosen from districts drawn by the Legislature after each new census.  While the Florida Constitution allows the Legislature to draw overlapping districts, in recent times it has drawn only districts of mutually exclusive territory.  As a result, based on the 2000 census, each member of the Florida House has a separate constituency of approximately 133,000 people, while each member of the Florida Senate has a separate constituency of about 400,000 people.  Every Floridian has one State Representative and one State Senator.

Members of the Florida Legislature are drawn from a variety of professions.  They include members with backgrounds in real estate, citrus, banking, insurance, accounting, law enforcement, law, medicine, education, and business.  Because the Florida Legislature, unlike Congress, meets regularly for only two months each year, most members of the Legislature retain their prior employment or obtain other employment while serving as Representatives and Senators.  For the same reason, members of the Florida Legislature receive a salary of about $30,000 each year, compared to over $165,000 for members of Congress.
While a position in the Legislature is viewed as only part-time employment, in practice it becomes a more serious and constant commitment.  Even when the Legislature is not in session, members attend to the needs of their constituents and devote their time to communicating with the public.  Legislative committees usually begin to meet in the fall, and the session does not end until early May.  This means at least six months of intermittent work in Tallahassee.  All members, therefore, who retain other employment while serving in the Legislature must ensure that their other commitments allow flexibility in scheduling.
Members ordinarily begin in the House before moving to the Senate.  Because Senate districts are larger than House districts, it is more difficult for a political newcomer to win a Senate seat than a House seat.  Incumbent members of the House, on the other hand, are fairly well known not only in their own constituencies, but to neighboring constituencies, and they have an established base of support that will assist them in a Senate race.
Term limits were approved by voters in 1992 and took effect in 2000, preventing approximately one-half of the members of the House from seeking re-election that year.  Because a new, large class entered in 2000, we can expect to see another considerable change in the composition of the House in 2008.  Because term limits now restrict members to eight consecutive years in each chamber, most members hope to maximize their time in the Legislature by serving eight years in the House, followed by eight years in the Senate.  In recent years we have seen a number of House-member-versus-House-member races for the Senate, not only between Democrats and Republicans, but in the primary election as well.  This is a reality of term limits.
Each chamber has a leader.  The leader is a member of the chamber and is selected to lead by a majority of its members.  In the House, the leader is the Speaker of the House.  The Speaker is chosen by a majority of House members at a meeting of the Legislature known as the “organizational session” held two weeks after each general election.  The leader of the Senate is the Senate President, who is chosen by a majority of the Senate and, like the House Speaker, is chosen at the organizational session.  The Speaker and Senate President each serve as leader for two years, until a successor is chosen at the organizational session following the next general election two years later.
The House Speaker and Senate President are constitutional officers.  In other words, the Florida Constitution, rather than state law or chamber rules, creates their positions.  These are the most prestigious positions in the Florida Legislature, and those who hold them exercise enormous power for the brief periods during which they serve.  By contrast, the United States House is led by a House Speaker, and the United States Senate is led by a Majority Leader.  The Speaker of the United States House and the Majority Leader of the United States Senate, while they serve indefinitely, do not exercise the same control over their chambers as the Speaker and Senate President in Florida.  For the brief period of two years, these state officers are kings within their respective chambers.

The Legislature meets each spring, beginning on the first Tuesday after the first Monday in March, for a 60-day regular session.  The first day of session is marked by the State of the State Address, delivered by the Governor to the Legislature.  It also marks a complete metamorphosis of the city of Tallahassee.  Tallahassee has a population of about 150,000, consisting in large part of professors and students at Florida State University and Florida A&M and of staff working in the state government’s executive bureaucracy.  During session, however, the sleepy, southern town comes alive, as sidewalks and crosswalks are filled with hurrying legislators, lobbyists, and staff, as well as interns, school groups, tourists, and visitors of every kind.  Traffic increases, hotels are filled, and condos and timeshares welcome their residents.  News media also converge on Tallahassee; journalists and reporters with notepads and cameras can be seen in and out of the capitol building.  Local businesses, especially restaurants, enjoy a sudden increase in business, while visitors frequent Tallahassee’s downtown, including its capitol building, courts, and museums.

The legislative session is not all work.  Almost every day of session is designated in honor of an industry, a state university, or a region of Florida—for example, Space Day, University of Florida Day, and Miami-Dade Day.  On these days, activists and other prominent individuals associated with the industry, university, or region being recognized have an opportunity to promote their cause as well as their legislative priorities in a festive, celebratory atmosphere.  The courtyard between the old and new capitol buildings is often filled with tents or tables displaying exhibits, serving food, or distributing items such as mugs, pencils, pins, or buttons, in an effort to promote the theme of the day.  On Duval Day, animals from the Jacksonville Zoo are displayed, on Miami-Dade Day, the Governor stirs a paella pot in the courtyard, and on University of Florida Day, many members wear blue-and-orange ties.  These celebrations offer a respite from daily business while increasing the visibility of a highlighted cause.

The business of the Legislature, however, is to enact laws and pass a budget.  The lawmaking process in the Florida Legislature is similar but not identical to the lawmaking process in Congress.  In the Legislature, each member may introduce bills.  A bill is simply a written proposal for a new law or for a change in existing law.  When first introduced, the bill is assigned a number.  Bills introduced in the House are assigned odd numbers, while bills introduced in the Senate are assigned even numbers.  Thus, a bill might be designated “HB 101” for “House Bill 101” or “SB 100” for “Senate Bill 100.”  A member who introduces a bill is known as its “sponsor.”  Bills can also have any number of “co-sponsors”—members in the same chamber who add their names to make their support for the bill known.  As a practical matter, when a member introduces a bill, a companion bill should, if possible, be introduced in the other chamber by one of its members.  Unless the bill is passed by both chambers, it cannot become law.

As in Congress, a bill can become law only if identical versions pass both chambers.  If the House and Senate pass bills which are not exactly identical—either because the companion bills were not originally identical to each other or because amendments were made in one chamber which were not made in the other—select members from the House and Senate meet to discuss the differences in the House and Senate versions and to negotiate a single bill.  The negotiating members at this meeting are called a “conference committee.”  Once the conference committee has assimilated the House and Senate versions to produce a compromise bill, this bill must return to the House and Senate for a full vote in each chamber.  If the House and Senate each vote to pass it, they have passed identical bills, and the bill is presented to the Governor.  The Governor may either sign the bill into law, veto it, or do nothing, in which case, after a fixed number of days, the bill would become law.


One essential feature of the lawmaking process is the committee system.  Each member of the State House may introduce six bills, and members of the State Senate may introduce an unlimited number.  The entire chamber simply does not have time to review and debate every bill that is introduced.  The committee system, however, allows the Legislature efficiently to divide the work.  Like the groups or teams into which students in school are sometimes divided to complete class projects, committees are simply groups or teams into which members of the Legislature are divided for the purpose of considering bills.  By dividing the work among a number of committees, the Legislature is able to process and review the large number of bills introduced each year.  Operating as a vetting process, the committee system eliminates bills which, for whatever reason, should not be considered by the entire chamber.

Each committee consists of about seven to twelve members and specializes in a particular area of legislation.  Most members serve on about six committees at a time.  Each committee is led by a chair who, within the committee, exercises considerable power.  The chair determines which of the bills that have been assigned to the committee will be considered and in what order, and he presides over and leads each meeting of the committee.  Because the legislative process is generally carried on separately by each chamber, each chamber has its own committees.  For example, twelve members of the House are currently appointed to serve on the House Insurance Committee, and bills introduced into the House that relate to insurance are presented to that committee before they have a chance to be considered by the entire House.  The Senate, on the other hand, has its own Banking and Insurance Committee, consisting of eleven members.  Bills introduced into the Senate that relate to insurance pass through this committee.  Currently, the House has 28 committees and the Senate has 27.

When a bill is initially introduced, it is assigned to committees—usually about three or four committees—for consideration.  Committees meet periodically to review bills that have been assigned to them.  These meetings usually begin well before the Legislature meets for its regular session in March of each year.  As early as September of the previous year, committees might meet to discuss bills being considered for the next session.  These early meetings take place during specific weeks which the leadership of the chamber has chosen, and are therefore called “committee weeks.”  Thus, members begin traveling to Tallahassee in the fall for committee weeks, laying the foundation for the meeting of the Legislature in the spring.  Usually, throughout the fall and winter, one or two committee weeks are held each month.  Unlike session, when everybody operates at a rapid pace, committee weeks are more relaxed.  By the time the regular session begins, much of the committee work has been finished, and members’ schedules become crowded.

  In committee meetings, the sponsor of a bill presents it to the committee.  The sponsor explains how the bill would operate if it became law, describes its likely consequences, emphasizing its merits and attempting to answer objections that might be raised.  Sometimes the sponsor’s legislative aide will present the bill in the sponsor’s place, but the sponsor should present all very complex or significant bills.  The committee will also listen to other commentators, including primarily lobbyists, who will offer information concerning the bill and its effect on the interest they represent.  Most bills do not generate heated debate, but only discussion and negotiation.  
Other bills, however, and especially those that significantly affect powerful interests, such as specific business groups or industries or labor unions, will cause bitter turf wars, in which antagonistic interests stake out their ground with little hope for a mutually acceptable result.  For example, a recent telecommunications bill designed to change the way in which cable television franchises are awarded created a heated battle in committee between businesses and industries that profit from the existing system and those that would benefit from a change.  Other bills that usually generate a lot of attention are the “issues of the day” or a tragedy such as the Jessica Lunsford child abduction case, the Terri Schiavo case, or even medical malpractice.
Any member of a committee may propose amendments to a bill being considered by the committee.  If the committee chooses to make significant revisions to the bill, the committee will essentially redraft it, creating a new bill called a “committee substitute.”  The next committee to which the original bill was assigned will then consider the committee substitute rather than the original bill.  If the next committee again redrafts the bill, it can create a “committee substitute” to a “committee substitute,” and the designation of the bill might become quite complex.  For example, if House Bill 101 is rewritten in one committee, the new draft is designated CS/HB 101, meaning it is a committee substitute for House Bill 101.  If the next committee produces a new draft in place of the first committee’s draft, the new version will be designated CS/CS/HB 101, a committee substitute for a committee substitute for House Bill 101.


Once a committee has reviewed a bill, members of the committee vote on it.  The committee vote, of course, is not a substitute for a vote by the entire chamber—the entire chamber must still vote on the final product—it merely decides whether the bill will leave the committee, either on its journey to another committee or to the entire chamber.  If the committee reports a bill favorably, the bill will move on; if the committee reports unfavorably, the bill likely has reached the end of the road.  In the Senate, only a two-thirds vote of the entire chamber can resurrect a bill which has been reported unfavorably by a committee.  Bills that pass committee are generally accompanied by a report called a “staff analysis,” which is a document, usually between ten and twenty pages, describing the bill, the current state of the law, and the effect which the bill would have on existing law.  Staff analyses are helpful to members as well as to lobbyists, lawyers, judges, and even members of the public because they tend to reveal the intentions of the Legislature concerning a particular bill and thus clarify its meaning and effect.


An essential resource in this process is committee staff.  Committee staff consists of unelected, salaried employees assigned to serve a particular committee.  Unlike legislators, who might serve on a particular committee for only two years, committee staff usually remain attached to a particular committee year after year.  In fact, a significant number of committee staff currently employed by the Legislature served continuously in the same capacity from a time before the Republican Party became the majority party.  Committee staff—primarily attorneys—work closely with the chair of the committee, whoever it may happen to be at the time, to research bills as well as existing law, provide information to members, draft amendments and committee substitutes, and to prepare staff analyses.  Their long tenure on a committee gives them invaluable expertise on the subject matter of the committee, and committee members rely heavily on the knowledge and experience of committee staff.  While some committee staff, either from ideology or personal motives, follow their own agenda, most work diligently and professionally to perform an essential service.


Lobbyists are another integral part of the legislative process.  Like lawyers in a courtroom, lobbyists are advocates.  They advocate the cause of a specific company, industry, labor union, or any other interest.  Even local governments hire lobbyists to communicate their views to members of the State Legislature, as the recent debate over property taxes displayed.  The best and most highly respected lobbyists are those who are honest and provide useful, accurate, and timely information to members of the Legislature.  In fact, members derive a great deal of their information on particular subjects from the lobbyists of affected interests, and, to this extent, lobbyists perform a critical function in the legislative process.
On the other hand, members must always be aware that lobbyists are in fact advocates or salesmen, and, as a judge would not accept one lawyer’s version of events without listening to the other side, members must accept information provided by lobbyists with discernment.  The influence of lobbyists is also checked in Florida by strict regulations which require them to register with the state, and, more recently, prohibit them from making any expenditure that benefits a legislator.  The rule is so rigid that even the purchase of a meal, let alone a cup of coffee, by a lobbyist for a legislator is now prohibited, closing possible avenues to improper influence.  Florida’s recent, sweeping ethics legislation proved helpful to Republicans in the 2006 election, as Democrats were unable to use the “scandal and corruption” mantra to gain traction against Florida Republicans, as they did elsewhere.

A bill will be considered by the entire chamber only if it passes every committee to which it was assigned.  This process serves two purposes.  First, it ensures that only a relatively small number of bills will occupy the time and attention of the entire chamber and therefore makes the chamber’s workload more manageable.  Second, it ensures that the bills which are considered by the entire chamber have already been improved and perfected in the crucible of the committee process.  Before a bill reaches the floor, it has been reviewed by those members and committee staff who specialize in the bill’s specific subject area, and has, if necessary, been amended and rewritten.  Thus, the entire chamber considers far fewer bills, and better bills, than it would consider in the absence of legislative committees.  On rare occasions a bill can be removed from a committee to which it has been assigned, if the sponsor submits a written request, signed by the committee chair, to the Chair of the Rules Committee, and the Chair of the Rules Committee and the Senate President concur.  A bill removed from a committee is treated as though it was never assigned to that committee in the first place.


In addition to permanent committees—called “standing committees”—the Florida House and Florida Senate have temporary committees, known as “select committees.”  Select committees are study groups.  Instead of considering and passing legislation, they are established for a period of time to investigate and report on a specific subject of pressing concern.  Once the select committee issues its final report, it usually ceases to exist.  However, the recommendations made in its report frequently appear in legislation introduced in the ordinary course.  Recently, the House and Senate established separate Select Committees on Medicaid Reform.  On some occasions, the House and Senate create a single select committee consisting of both House and Senate members.  Such committees are called “joint select committees.”  One recent example is the Joint Select Committee on Hurricane Insurance, established after the 2004 hurricane season to consider legislative solutions to make insurance more affordable and more readily available to consumers in Florida.  The committee consisted of eight House members appointed by the Speaker and eight Senate members appointed by the Senate President.


Information about particular bills is almost instantly available on the website of the Florida Legislature, located at http://leg.state.fl.us.gov.  The text of each bill, as well as of each staff analysis, is available on the Legislature’s website.  In addition, the website indicates the sponsor and co-sponsors of each bill, the committees to which the bill was referred, a chronology of important dates regarding the bill (such as its date of introduction or consideration in committee), and the votes of each member in committee and in the entire chamber.  The website also contains biographies of each member of the Legislature and other useful information.  All of this information is extremely useful for government in the “Sunshine.”  Without computers, it was not uncommon for members to pass legislation in the rush of the session’s final days only to realize after the bill had passed that a controversial measure or special exemption had been slipped in.  “Key word” searches and other computer technology now makes such sneaky tactics much more difficult.
In reality, the legislative process is very different from and infinitely more complex than the legislative process described in textbooks.  Legislation is not made in a vacuum by disinterested philosophers and statesmen, however well-intentioned the participants in the legislative process may be.  Rather, it is controlled and influenced by many powerful and often conflicting forces:  the hierarchical nature of power within the Legislature, the interaction of the executive branch and of interest groups, administrative and procedural rules, and, most significant of all, human nature and human relations.

Two seemingly minor provisions of the Florida Constitution exert a profound influence over the legislative process.  The first is Article III, Section 2, which creates the positions of Speaker of the House and Senate President.  While the Speaker and Senate President are chosen at the Legislature’s organizational session two weeks after each general election, races for leadership positions are run and decided long before the organizational session arrives.  Because term limits prevent members from serving more than eight consecutive years in each chamber, competitors for leadership positions begin to lay the foundation well in advance—usually from the very beginning.

Although everybody wants to be in a leadership position, it usually becomes apparent very early who the viable candidates will be, and the number tends to be small.  Members from large metropolitan areas, such as Miami, Tampa, and Orlando, have inherent advantages in that they can generally rely on the support of the area’s numerous members.  Similarly, Senators who have served in the House and have built strong relationships over time with their colleagues have an advantage over newcomers who have shared few experiences with their fellow Senators.  
A member who aspires to leadership must act quickly due to term limits.  Unless a member is considered a contender or has already secured a leadership position within his first four years in the chamber, he is not likely to have enough time remaining to become a serious competitor.  Being President of the Senate is much like running a small corporation very much in the public eye.  A simple analogy is asking a skilled mid-level manager to be a CEO overnight.  It can be done, but likely with growing pains.  
The objective in a race for leadership is to secure enough “pledges”—or promises of support—that the member can guarantee and publicly declare victory.  Pledges are solicited on “pledge cards,” on which members promise to support a particular person for leadership position in a given year.  Once a pledge card is obtained, the member who gave it cannot, for practical reasons, retract his promise unless the contender for leadership fails in a very serious way to perform the functions of that position, including raising funds for the party and for his pledges secure re-election and showing his willingness to help the whole caucus.
Members who aspire to leadership positions actively solicit the support of their fellow members.  This process can be very time-consuming.  In some sense, it resembles the old system of feudalism.  In feudalism, land-owning nobles called “lords” formed compacts with common people who became known as “vassals.”  The lord allowed the vassal to cultivate a part of the lord’s land (from which we derive the word “landlord”), in exchange for the vassal’s promise to be faithful to the lord and to support him in times of war or civil discord.  Thus, the powerful nobles amassed supporters by granting them a benefit, while the commoners pledged to support their benefactor.

Contenders for leadership positions in the Florida Legislature engage in a similar process.  They care for the members in hopes of obtaining pledges of support.  The powerful members care for less powerful members in two significant ways:  first, in relation to campaigns, and, second, in relation to the legislative process.  With regard to campaigns, candidates for leadership positions assist their fellow members by supplying their deficiencies.  If a member running for re-election needs campaign funds or endorsements, the leadership contender can help by raising money or securing those endorsements.  A contender can also become involved in members’ re-election races by raising and spending money through PACs, either on independently run advertisements or on contributions made directly to the members’ campaigns.

One vehicle through which leadership contenders have historically exerted their influence in elections for the Legislature are committees of continuous existence, or CCEs.  Under Florida law, CCEs can collect unlimited amounts of money and make direct contributions to political campaigns, and, until recently, a large proportion of the funds raised by CCEs was exempt from disclosure.  As a result, candidates for leadership positions established CCEs and funded them with money from loyal interest groups.  They operated in perfect anonymity unless they chose to reveal their true identities to the candidates benefited by the CCEs.  At one time, it was common for individual members of the Legislature seeking leadership positions to control multiple CCEs, allowing them to make multiple $500 contributions (the maximum allowed by law) to a particular candidate.  Fortunately, the Legislature passed a law requiring CCEs to disclose the names and contributions of all of their donors.  Like a regular campaign account that is open to public view, CCEs must now open its books to public view.
Candidates for the Senate Presidency can also create supporters or eliminate opponents by either recruiting new candidates in the community to run for the Legislature or by actively opposing the re-election of hostile members.  If a Senate seat is vacated, or at least is not secure, a contender for leadership can attempt to find a favorable person in the community or more likely a sitting House member to field and support in that race, in the expectation that the new member will become a loyal supporter.  In fact, leadership contenders will support and mentor even non-incumbent candidates whom they did not directly choose, in hopes of securing their future support.  On the other hand, a member who is hostile or believed to be hostile to the leadership ambitions of a powerful Senator risks outside interference with his re-election, especially if he is a vulnerable candidate.

In the legislative context, leadership contenders should know which issues are most important to each member.  They can show friendly attention and support to members by assisting them with those issues in the legislative process.  This may involve support for a specific bill which is very important to a particular member, or simply communicating to the member that the aspiring leader is conscious of those issues and considers them to be important.  Every situation is different and demands a different response, but the objective of each contender for the Senate Presidency is to convince the members individually that they will fare well and be recognized and successful under that contender’s leadership.

Often the incumbent Senate President can influence the choice of a successor.  For example, the Senate President can delegate responsibility to a particular member or allow that member to act on behalf of the leader.  The Senate President’s preferred candidate can exercise real power within the chamber.  His prestige and respect among the members increases, and he gains valuable experience by observing first-hand the insides of legislative leadership.  In any event, once a contender for leadership position secures the necessary support, the existing Senate President will include his successor, known as the “President Designate,” in his leadership circle, relying on him for advice and assistance.  This is true even if the President Designate was not previously within the Senate President’s inner circle.  The Senate President knows that the power of the President Designate will increase as his Presidency approaches, and the incumbent Senate President cannot afford, for purposes of his own, present success, to alienate such a powerful member.

On rare occasions, a coalition between minority party members and renegade members of the majority party can elevate a candidate to the Senate Presidency.  Because the Senate President is elected by a majority vote of all Senators, a few “crossover” votes from the majority party can empower the minority party, essentially, to choose the Senate President.  In 1986, the President Designate lost that distinction when 12 conservative Democrats joined 15 Republicans—then in the minority—in support of Cocoa Beach Democrat John Vogt.  Vogt rewarded Republican supporters and led a coalition government in the Senate by appointing Republicans to the chairmanship of seven major committees.  In 1989, Speaker Designate Tom Gustafson overcame a challenge from a fellow Democrat who had amassed the support of conservatives of both parties, but only by bringing more liberal, urban Republicans into his base of support.


The obligations of a successful candidate for Senate President do not end when the necessary support is secured.  Between that time and his actual election to the position of Senate President, the President Designate must tend to the members, assisting their re-election efforts and attending to their legislative priorities.  During the two years preceding his Presidency, the President Designate usually serves as Chair of the Senate Rules Committee.  This position is not intrinsically illustrious because it affects little or no policy and because the Senate President exercises tight control over which bills pass, but it does serve as an excellent grooming position, in which the President Designate is exposed to the inner workings of the chamber and assists other members without the demands on time that usually accompany a committee chairmanship.  Frequently the President Designate is also appointed to negotiate with the House and can avail himself of that opportunity to form strong working relationships with his counterparts in the other chamber.
The second significant provision in the Florida Constitution is Article III, Section 4, which allows each chamber to adopt its own rules of procedure.  Though the rules are proposed and readopted after the election of each new Senate President or House Speaker, they have not changed greatly from session to session.  However, because the rules have been drafted under the guidance and direction of the Senate President and House Speaker, power over the legislative process in the Florida Legislature tends to be concentrated in the hands of the leadership rather than dispersed among rank-and-file members.  In effect, the rules not only prescribe procedure, they allocate power.

The rules confer tremendous power on the Senate President and House Speaker.  Within their respective chambers, the Senate President and House Speaker have the power to confer almost ever political distinction which legislators covet.  They assign members to committees, select the chair and vice chair of each committee, and appoint members to the inferior leadership positions.  Committee assignments, including chairmanships, tend to be announced soon after the Senate President is first elected to that position.  In the Senate, the Senate President not only makes all committee assignments, he may remove members from committees (although removed members may take an appeal to the Rules Committee).  He may also appoint a Majority Leader, who serves at the pleasure of the President, and the chairs and vice chairs may be removed from their positions, without appeal, by the President.  Unlike the Majority Leader of the United States Senate, the Senate President serves for only two years, but during those two years, he is a king, exercising more power within his chamber than his federal counterpart.

The power of the Senate President cannot be overstated.  His power to appoint members to positions of prestige and influence, and then to remove them with or without cause, enables him to reward those who are in favor and punish those out of favor.  This assures strict control over the chamber.  The future exercise of this power even benefits the Senate President well before he is ever elected to that position.  Many Senators, for example, pledge their support for a contender for the Senate Presidency at a very early stage, hoping that early supporters will be rewarded with committee chairmanships and that the earliest supporters will become chairs of the most coveted committees.  Like any campaign for office, early support makes an indelible impression on the candidate’s mind, and the President strives to gratify his early supporters with the honors of the Senate.  In fact, the power of a Senate President sometimes reaches its highest pitch one or two years before he is formally elected to that office, as members contend for future rewards.

In 2006, the usual leadership structure changed in the Senate when Ken Pruitt took charge as Senate President.  A member of the Legislature since 1990 when he was elected to the House, Pruitt “flattened the leadership pyramid” by empowering committee chairs at the expense of his own power.  This was no ploy, as demonstrated by a special session of the Legislature in January of 2007.  During this session, Senator Bill Posey, Chairman of the Senate Banking and Insurance Committee, was given unfettered ability to negotiate on the Senate’s behalf.  Pruitt also changed the leadership structure when he made his Majority Leader and President Pro Tempore his lieutenants, the incoming Senate President was given a leadership post by means of a committee chairmanship other than Rules Chair.  Time will tell whether future Senate Presidents opt for the traditional model or Pruitt’s decentralized approach.
Chairmanships are awarded to particular members for different reasons.  The President’s chief rival in the race for leadership usually receives a favorable chairmanship—unless the race was especially vitriolic—as an incentive to abandon the race and coalesce with the successful candidate.  This is important because the runner-up usually has strong support within the caucus and, without his support, a coalition with the rival party might be formed, as it was in 1986.  Other chairmanships are awarded to members who did not involve themselves in the race but who are so well respected and have so much expertise in a particular aspect of the legislative process that they cannot be refused.  Even members of the opposing party are occasionally appointed to chairmanships, especially in the Senate, which in recent times has exhibited a more collegial tone than the House.  Whether members of the minority party receive chairmanships depends on the level of partisanship at the time and the particular philosophy or style of governance of the President.

Special interest groups also recommend specific legislators for specific committees.  If the Senate President is favorable to a particular industry, he might appoint members of the Legislature who share his views toward that industry.  To this end, he might adopt an interest group’s recommended committee assignments.  For example, a Senate President who is favorable to optometrists will appoint pro-optometrist legislators—not pro-ophthalmologist legislators—to a committee that regulates optometry.  Similar antagonism exists between the interests of nurses and doctors, of dentists and dental hygienists, of cable and telephone, and a variety of other professions or industries.  Obviously, the preferences of legislators appointed to serve on a committee will in a great measure determine which bills pass and which bills fail.  As a result, interest groups understand the importance of committee assignments and seek to ensure that the composition of relevant committees is favorable to their industries.

Traditionally, a member who accepts a chairmanship tacitly agrees to support the President’s agenda.  The member is free to decline the appointment, and the President is free to remove the chair at any time.  As a result, Senate Presidents expect a degree of loyalty, if not complete obedience, from their committee chairs.  While chairs do exercise a good deal of discretion, they do not have broad latitude to counteract the known wishes of the President.  Senate President Jim King and House Speaker Tom Feeney, for instance, both had occasion to remove refractory chairs.  Even the acceptance of a chairmanship by a member of the minority party amounts to a de facto acceptance of the President’s initiatives.  For this reason, the appointment of a member of the minority party can be beneficial to the Senate President by giving him an ally in and influence over the opposition party.

The Senate President also has the all-important power to assign bills to committees.  The President can increase the likelihood that a bill will pass by sending it to committees chaired by loyal friends and by assigning it to a small number of committees.  Thus the President can usually pass his most essential policies through the Senate by a careful assignment of bills to particular committees.  On the other hand, he can almost always ensure the failure of any bill by sending it to numerous committees with loyal chairs, multiplying the obstacles to the bill’s success.  A Senator whose bill has been assigned to a large number of committees must work harder and earlier to pass the bill than he would otherwise be required to do.  Sometimes, passing a bill becomes a lost cause.  Many Senate Presidents have a favorite “kill committee”—a committee to which they can send a bill with confidence that it will not pass.  A bill sent to such a committee has little chance of ever passing.  The President’s power over each member’s bill gives him a constant power of reward and punishment over the members, long after initial committee assignments have been made.

Beneath the Senate President and President Designate in order of prestige are the Appropriations Chair and the Majority Leader.  Chairmanship of the Appropriations Committee is usually a reward for early loyalty and support, or is given to a member who has a reputation for consistent loyalty to the leadership, whoever might comprise it.  Of course, because the Appropriations Chair is intimately involved in all questions relating to finance, he must also be well qualified and competent in financial matters.  Because the Appropriations Chair oversees the Senate budget process (described in greater detail below), the Appropriations Chair must be willing to do what is asked either by the President or President Designate.

The Majority Leader is the direct agent of the Senate President in the day-to-day operations of the chamber.  He must assume the personality and ideology of the President and must display exemplary loyalty.  If he is unwilling to be the President’s alter ego, he either should step aside or risk being removed from office.  The duties of the Majority Leader are partisan.  He must always have his finger on the pulse of the chamber and must keep the President apprised of the sentiments of the members.  He must be aware of the progress of bills through the Senate and at times is required to “play the bad guy” to ensure that members of his party vote according to the President’s wishes on important bills.  He also organizes the debates on behalf of his party and assigns distinct areas of debate to members possessing the most expertise in those spheres.

The Majority Leader is assisted by members called Whips, who are deputies selected by the Majority Leader.  Whips are expected to act in accordance with the Majority Leader’s positions and serve as the Majority Leader’s eyes and ears throughout session.  By serving as channels of communication between the Majority Leader and the members, the Whips strengthen the Majority Leader and promote his objectives.  The Whip position is also seen as a proving ground for future leadership roles.  If one is successful it may lead to the Senate Presidency and if nothing else a better insight into the skills needed to run the Senate effectively. 
Operating within this centralized, hierarchical structure are individual members who have introduced bills, often well before the beginning of the legislative session.  Ideas for bills can arise from a variety of sources.  Some originate with ordinary citizens who have contacted their Representative or Senator.  Others originate with the legislator himself.  Ideas might occur to legislators in response to emergencies or other critical events, such as hurricanes, or simply by analogy to national politics, such as the debate regarding illegal immigration.  But perhaps the largest class of bills originates with special interest groups.  Most of these bills are minor and uncontroversial and merely adjust some aspect of the state’s regulatory scheme, but many have very significant consequences for well-funded, competing industries.  These bills are often zero-sum games, in which one industry prevails at the expense of the other.  The most virulent legislative battles are fought over such high-stakes special interest bills, and committee debate concerning them frequently degenerates into a mere turf war between opposing factions of lobbyists and legislators.

When a Senator first decides to sponsor a bill, he must as a practical matter find a House member willing to introduce the House companion.  Senators naturally look to those House members with whom they have a good relationship, such as a member representing the same general locality, or a member with influence, to increase the likelihood that the bill will pass in the other chamber.  From the first moment, the process of passing legislation is an exercise in human relations.  For example, a Senator can discuss the bill with the Senate President and request that the bill be referred to as few committees as possible, or he might express the importance of the bill to the chairs of the committees to which it has been assigned and request that the House sponsor do the same in his chamber.  The member might request the chair to place the bill on the committee’s agenda as early as possible, giving the bill a longer window of time within which it might be passed.  A bill sponsor can also attempt to create positive publicity in favor of his idea or solicit grassroots support for the bill in the form of e-mails or telephone calls to legislators.

Most of the real debate concerning bills takes place in committee.  Either the Senator (especially if the bill is controversial) or the Senator’s aide (if the Senator cannot attend) will present the bill to the committee.  While members generally do not speak directly with other members to advocate their bills before the committee meets, it is a smart policy to do so especially if it is a controversial bill.  In practice such discussions tend to remove obstacles that might otherwise arise later in the process.  If for no other reason, many Senators will vote for the bill in committee out of senatorial courtesy.  Questions raised in committee or on the floor by a member who had no objection at an earlier stage of the process do not carry much weight and can easily be answered.  Otherwise, when concerns are raised in committee, the sponsor can either explain his position and the members can agree to disagree, or the sponsor can agree to work together with skeptical members to correct the bill’s perceived defects, for example by amending it in the next committee.

The Governor and indeed the entire executive branch can also influence the legislative process.  The Governor has a Legislative Affairs office which develops, communicates, and promotes the Governor’s legislative priorities.  Members can ask the Legislative Affairs office whether the Governor would support or oppose a particular proposal, and bills drafted by special interest groups should come “pre-cleared” before a member ever chooses to sponsor it.  On the other hand, with respect to some bills, there can be no doubt as to the Governor’s position.  The Governor also knows each member of the Legislature and knows which legislators are with him and which are not.  Sometimes the Governor’s Legislative Affairs office will appeal directly to specific legislators to sound them on particular issues or to promote a particular bill, but the office must, to avoid exhausting the Governor’s “political capital,” be selective in requesting legislators to act in a certain way.

Not only does the Governor’s Office have a Legislative Affairs office, the various departments of the executive branch have their own individual Offices of Legislative Affairs.  These offices promote their departments’ legislative priorities, either by drafting bills and finding sponsors for them in the Legislature, or by lobbying legislators directly with their own lobbyists.  Bills which directly affect an area of law implemented by a particular executive department are more likely to pass if they have the “thumbs up” from that department’s Office of Legislative Affairs.  Legislators who do not have expertise on a particular subject will naturally look to the department that administers those laws for information and advice concerning the merits or demerits of the bill.

The most important bill the Legislature passes, of course, is the general appropriations bill—better known as the budget.  The budget process differs in several important respects from the ordinary legislative process.  In a very real sense, it is a year-round process, and it begins with the executive rather than with the legislative branch.  The Constitution requires the Governor to present to the Legislature a proposed budget, and, to enable him to do this, state law requires the executive departments, each within its own sphere, to submit budget proposals to the Governor.  These departments, immediately after the close of the regular session of the Legislature, begin to prepare for the next session by formulating budget requests, and, by September 1, each submits a budget proposal to the Governor.  The Governor’s Office of Policy and Budget reviews each Department’s request and frames a single, coherent budget proposal for submission to the Legislature at least 45 days before the beginning of the regular session.

While the Legislature works from the Governor’s budget recommendation, his recommendation is not fixed in stone.  In the Senate, the Senate President and Appropriations Chair establish an overall spending framework.  Because the Senate has not only a general Appropriations Committee, but a number of distinct appropriations committees which oversee distinct spheres of government spending, the overall spending limit is then divided into distinct categories.  The Senate President assigns to each of the specialized appropriations committees a spending limit for the portion of the budget which it oversees, creating different silos of money.  The amount of the allocation might depend on a variety of circumstances, including annual revenues and the relationship between the Senate President and the committee chair.

Each of the minor appropriations committees crafts its own spending plan with respect to its part of the budget, and the separate plans eventually are combined to form a single budget bill.  In this process, the chairs of the specialized committees exercise considerable discretion.  The Senate President and Appropriations Chair occasionally interpose on major policies, and a large part of the budget is “locked in” and is not discretionary.  But the chairs determine how the remainder of the budget is spent.  This allows the chairs to reward or punish individual members by granting or rejecting spending proposals called “member requests.”  Member requests (known colloquially as “turkeys” and technically as Community Budget Issue Requests, or CBIRs) are requests made by members usually on behalf of an organization or other local entity that is seeking state funds for a specific project.  Members submitting such requests must complete a form, identifying the requesting organization, the title of the project, as well as other information, and must deliver the form to the chair of the relevant appropriations committee.  Member requests can be viewed online on the Legislature’s website.

Members who submit requests for CBIR appropriations not in the Governor’s budget recommendation work within the chamber to secure its inclusion in the budget.  These CBIR requests are often called “turkeys” or “pork” projects to “bring home the bacon” to the district.  This issue is under increased scrutiny in Washington, DC, and Tallahassee.  While many voters find fault with spending projects that benefit only a fraction of the nation or state, members often argue that such requests make sense.  A reply from a member might be, “who better knows the needs of my district, some bureaucrat who works for a government agency that makes a budget request to the Governor or me, the elected official?”  This is a debate that is tough to win in the present political climate, but one that is essential to address as we move forward as a state.

When proposing a CBIR, a member must find a partner in the other chamber who is willing to submit a parallel proposal into the other chamber’s budget plan, and the approval of the relevant executive agency is often needed to prevent the item from being vetoed by the Governor.  (In Florida, the Governor possesses a line-item veto, which enables him to strike specific items from the budget bill without vetoing the bill in its entirety.)  In fact, members can avoid the process of submitting a member request altogether by working directly with the relevant agency in advance of session to place the item into the agency’s request to the Governor.  If the item is in the agency’s budget request to the Governor and the Governor’s budget recommendation to the Legislature, it is not likely to be excluded from the final budget.

Once the chair has assembled a preliminary budget proposal for the area of the budget entrusted to him, he compares the proposal to that formulated by his counterpart in the other chamber.  Identical spending items are retained, while spending items which differ are negotiated and sometimes reduced and frequently omitted from the final plan.  All the while, the chair of the Senate committee must take care that his spending plan remains within the amount allocated to his part of the budget by the Senate President.  In years in which the allocation is high, the chair, by incorporating member requests into the plan, can ingratiate members and perhaps promote his own chances of attaining the Senate Presidency.  Conversely, when the initial allocation is low, the chair will have no largesse to distribute.  

When a final budget outline is negotiated, each chamber must pass it, like ordinary legislation, by a majority vote.  Neither chamber, however, may take a vote on the budget until 72 hours have elapsed from the time that copies of it were first provided to its members.  This ensures that members, as well as lobbyists and the public, will have three full days to review the budget before they are required to cast their votes.  If the budget must be amended for any reason, the 72-hour period begins to run anew.  Historically, the Legislature has frequently failed to pass the budget before the close of the regular session.  In such cases, the Legislature must extend the session and remain in Tallahassee until it passes a budget.  In recent years, the Legislature has acted more providentially and has completed its work before the scheduled close of session.

After the Legislature passes a budget, it is presented to the Governor.  The Governor can sign the budget into law, veto it, or take no action, in which case, like ordinary legislation, the budget would become law after a certain number of days.  The budget of the state of Florida is based not on the calendar year, but on a fiscal year which begins on July 1 of each year and ends on June 30 of the following year.  As a result, the budget bill takes effect soon after it is presented to the Governor.  The Governor may also, with respect to the budget, exercise a “line-item veto,” enabling him to reject specific spending items while approving the rest of the bill.  While the Legislature is authorized by a two-thirds vote to override individual budget items vetoed by the Governor, this almost never happens.  These spending items are usually member projects that benefit only one locality and which passed only because they were associated in a single bill with the other provisions of the budget.  Individually, they usually cannot secure the support of two-thirds of each chamber.

The outline of the legislative process presented in this chapter cannot possibly discuss all of the variables unique to each legislative session.  Competing personalities and internal political struggles affect the legislative process in different ways every year and can rarely be anticipated.  This description is, however, intended to present the legislative process both as it appears on paper and in its practical aspect.  The nuances of the budget process perhaps best highlight the constant interplay between legal and procedural rules on one hand, and human relations, personalities, and competition on the other.  We have seen, for example, that the budget, though governed by a very formal procedural structure, is significantly influenced by the desires, the skill, and the ability of particular players acting under temporary circumstances.  Hopefully this chapter has illustrated the hidden—the human—side of the legislative process.

The Florida Constitution and Modern Florida Government

The modern Florida Constitution—the sixth in Florida history—was established in 1968.  The Florida Constitution is a blueprint of the structure of government and an outline of what the government can and cannot do.  It limits the power of the government that it creates and is itself limited by the United States Constitution.  It consists of twelve articles that secure the rights of citizens, outline the powers of the executive, legislative and judicial branches of government, and provide some general rules and regulations under which all citizens of Florida must live.  Since 1968, the Florida Constitution has been amended more than 100 times, while the United States Constitution has been amended only 27 times since its ratification in 1789.  The Florida Constitution is also much longer than the Federal Constitution, in terms both of the number of articles and the number of words it contains.  The Florida Constitution contains twelve articles:

	Article I
	Declaration of Rights

	Article II
	General Provisions

	Article III
	Legislature

	Article IV
	Executive

	Article V
	Judiciary

	Article VI
	Suffrage and Elections

	Article VII
	Finance and Taxation

	ArticleVIII
	Local Government

	Article IX
	Schools

	Article X
	Miscellaneous

	Article XI
	Amendments



Article I is the Declaration of Rights, and in many ways resembles the Bill of Rights contained in the United States Constitution.  Many of the rights it secures are similar or identical to those secured by the Bill of Rights, including the freedom of speech, religion, and press, the right to assemble and petition the government and to bear arms, as well as the rights which protect citizens under criminal investigation or prosecution.  In fact, Florida’s courts, when interpreting the Declaration of Rights, often follow the lead of Federal courts that have interpreted the Bill of Rights.  Florida’s Declaration of Rights does not merely duplicate the Bill of Rights, however; it also creates rights not included in the Bill of Rights, such as the right of citizens to access the courts, to work without belonging to a labor union, and to inspect public records.  In 1992, voters also approved a provision that required the Legislature to pass a Taxpayers’ Bill of Rights.  Nor have Floridians lost the sense of independence they had when our state’s first Governor raised a flag displaying the slogan “Let Us Alone”:  the Declaration of Rights secures to all Floridians the “right to be let alone and free from governmental intrusion.”


After securing the rights of Florida citizens, the Florida Constitution proceeds in Article II to lay down some basic rules.  It describes the geographical boundaries of the state, designates Tallahassee as the capitol, provides that no branch of government may exercise the powers of the other branches, and prescribes an oath of office for all state and county officials.  It contains provisions to ensure ethics in government, for example by requiring personal and campaign finance disclosures from certain officials and candidates, and it adopts English as the official language of Florida.
Article II also requires the Legislature to approve a flag and seal.  Since 1868, the seal of Florida has consisted of a circular field containing a Seminole Indian woman scattering flowers, with a sabal palm—the official state tree—and a steamboat in the background.  This seal was originally placed against a white background and served as Florida’s flag until it was revised in 1900.  After one Florida Governor complained that the white flag resembles a flag of truce, red, diagonal bars resembling Saint Patrick’s flag were placed in the background, and the words “Great Seal of the State of Florida” and “In God We Trust” were added to encircle the seal.  As required by Article II, state law continues to provide for this flag today.

Article III creates the Florida Legislature.  The Legislature consists of a Senate and House of Representatives.  The Senate has fewer members (40) than the House (120), and, as a result, Senator have larger constituencies.  Senators also serve four-year terms rather than the two-year terms served by Representatives.  To qualify as a member, one must be at least twenty-one years of age, be a resident and elector of the district from which elected, and have resided in Florida for at least two years prior to election.  The Constitution requires the Senate to choose a Senate President and the House to choose a Speaker of the House at an organizational session held two weeks after each general election, but as we have seen, these officers are informally chosen well in advance.  Each chamber also adopts its own rules of procedure.  The regular session begins each March and lasts for no more than 60 days.  During the regular session, the Legislature’s primary task is to pass a general appropriations bill, better known as the budget.  The budget distributes the public revenues and keeps the government in business.  The Legislature can also be convened at any time during the year for special sessions, either by the Governor or jointly by the Senate President and House Speaker.  Special sessions are usually called when a matter becomes so pressing that it should not be delayed until the next regular session, and they are usually limited to a single purpose.  The Legislature, however, is not obligated to pass legislation during a special session.

The Constitution also describes the fundamentals of the lawmaking process in Florida.  Any Representative or Senator may propose a bill, but the bill must pass both chambers by a majority vote.  Each bill must be limited to one general subject, and bills may be amended in either chamber.  In practice, if the version of a bill which passes one chamber is not identical to the version which passes the other, select members of each chamber meet in what is known as a “conference committee” to reconcile the different versions and produce a single bill.  The bill must then return to each chamber for approval by a majority of members.  If approved, the bill goes to the Governor, who has seven days to act on it.  (If, during the seven days, the Legislature adjourns indefinitely, which happens at the end of session, or takes a recess of more than 30 days, the Governor has 15 days to act.)  If the Governor signs the bill or does nothing, it becomes law.  If he vetoes the bill, it returns to the Legislature.  The Legislature can then override his veto with a two-thirds vote of both chambers, a feat which almost never happens.  Florida’s Constitution also contains a “line-item” veto, which allows the Governor to remove specific appropriations of money from the budget without vetoing the entire bill.  The Legislature may also override the specific, line-item vetoes of the Governor by a two-thirds vote.

One of the few mandatory duties imposed by Article III on the Legislature is reapportionment and redistricting.  Two years after each census, the Legislature is required at its regular session to draw new district lines for itself.  Redistricting is required every ten years because, over time, population shifts would create disparities in the populations of legislative districts.  Districts drawn by the Legislature may overlap, either wholly or partially, but in practice they have usually been composed of distinct territory.  And, although we now have 40 Senators and 120 Representatives—the maximum allowed by the Constitution—the Constitution allows the Legislature in its discretion to create as few as 30 senatorial and 80 representative seats.  A state legislative redistricting plan adopted by the Legislature is not subject to the veto of the Governor but is reviewed by the Florida Supreme Court to ensure that it complies with constitutional requirements and with the laws of Congress.  If the Legislature fails to adopt a redistricting plan during its regular session, the Constitution requires the Governor to call a “special apportionment session.”  If the Legislature again fails to draw district lines, the task of redistricting falls to the Florida Supreme Court.  The Legislature also has the duty of redrawing congressional districts, but this duty flows from the United States Constitution rather than the Florida Constitution.

	SENATE
	
	HOUSE

	President
	Leader
	Speaker

	4 Years
	Length of Members’ Terms
	2 Years

	8 Years
	Term Limits
	8 Years

	40
	Number of Members
	120

	400,000
	Population of Members’ Districts
	133,000

	$30,000
	Salary
	$30,000

	3 or 4
	Number of Full-Time Staff
	2



Article III also grants the Legislature the power of impeachment for “misdemeanor in office” over the Governor, Lieutenant Governor, Cabinet members, and all state judges and justices.  The Speaker of the House may appoint a committee to investigate charges that may lead to impeachment, and the House may impeach by a two-thirds vote.  Unlike the federal impeachment process, where an impeached officer continues to serve until convicted by the Senate, an officer impeached by the Florida House is temporarily disqualified from all official acts until acquitted by the Florida Senate.  Once the House has voted for impeachment, the Florida Senate begins a trial with the Chief Justice (or another Justice appointed by the Chief Justice) presiding.  (If the Chief Justice was the officer who was impeached, the Governor would preside at the trial in the Senate.)  If convicted by two-thirds of the Senate, the officer is removed from office and may be disqualified from holding state office in the future.  The power to impeach has not been used frequently, but, in 1978, the Legislature impeached a Circuit Court judge convicted of drug conspiracy, and, in 2001, the House investigated a judge who was discovered in another judge’s chambers after hours, but the accused judge resigned before impeachment proceedings could begin.


Article IV creates the Governor, Lieutenant Governor, and Cabinet.  Any person at least 30 years of age and residing in the state for the last seven years qualifies to run for Governor.  Florida’s Constitution has traditionally, and deliberately, created a weak Governor.  The state’s first Constitution limited the Governor to a single, four-year term, and, with a brief intermission from 1861 to 1885, this rule remained in force until 1968.  Because Governors were ineligible to run for re-election, they were seen as “lame ducks” from the moment of their election.  As a result, very few, if any, Governors prior to 1968 can be considered “great” in a historical sense.  The Florida Constitution also has coupled the Governor and Cabinet in important areas of decision-making, further weakening the power of the Governor.  This “Cabinet system” continues in force today, and the Cabinet meets biweekly to make important decisions which the Governor has no constitutional authority to make alone.  The Governor may now serve two terms, instead of one, and this change has enabled recent Governors—most especially, Governor Bush—to influence public opinion and to develop, promote, and pass their legislative agendas.


The Governor opens every regular session of the Legislature with a constitutionally mandated address concerning the “condition of the state,” known as the State of the State Address.  The Governor is Commander-in-Chief of the Florida National Guard.  He has the duty to propose a budget, to execute the laws, and to fill vacancies in state and county offices, but the Legislature may and frequently has required that appointments to certain state offices be ratified by the Senate.  The Governor may, for causes specified in the Constitution, suspend unimpeachable state officers and county officers, subject to reinstatement or final removal by the State Senate.  He may also suspend elected municipal officers who have been indicted for a crime, as we saw in the case of an Orlando Mayor suspended by Governor Bush.  The function of the Lieutenant Governor, who is elected on a joint ticket with the Governor, is analogous to that of the Vice President of the United States.  The Lieutenant Governor has no specific constitutional duties, but performs tasks assigned to him by the Governor.  If the Governor is impeached or incapacitated, the Lieutenant Governor becomes acting Governor, and, if the office of Governor is vacated, either by death, resignation, or conviction upon impeachment, the Lieutenant Governor becomes the Governor of the state.

The Governor and Cabinet run the day-to-day operations of Florida government, an operation of over 100,000 people.  Before 1998, when the Cabinet was reorganized by a constitutional amendment approved by voters, the Cabinet consisted of six officers elected on a statewide basis:  the Secretary of State, Attorney General, Comptroller, Treasurer, Commissioner of Agriculture, and Commissioner of Education.  Today, the Cabinet consists of three officers elected to four-year terms:  the Attorney General, Chief Financial Officer (which consolidates the positions of Comptroller and Treasurer), and Commissioner of Agriculture.  The Secretary of State and Commissioner of Education are now appointive positions.  Most of the duties of the Cabinet members are provided by state law.  Though most of Florida’s executive departments are led by a person (called a Secretary) appointed by the Governor, some departments, including the Department of Revenue, the Department of Law Enforcement, and the Department of Highway Safety and Motor Vehicles, are headed jointly by the Governor and Cabinet.  The Governor and Cabinet share many other powers as well.  If state revenues fall short of their anticipated amount, the Governor and Cabinet are authorized to make spending reductions to preserve a balanced budget.  Even the decision to pardon, which the United States Constitution vests exclusively in the President, is shared in Florida by the Governor and Cabinet.  The Governor may pardon offenses only with the concurrence of at least two Cabinet members.


Like the Federal Government, the Florida Government has a large executive bureaucracy.  Article IV allows the Legislature to create no more than 25 departments in addition to those created by the Constitution itself.  Our state currently has 22 departments, many of which contain numerous divisions, and the Legislature has empowered many of these departments or divisions to draft rules to implement the laws.  In general, the departments of Florida’s government execute regulatory laws applicable to particular professions or industries.  The Legislature has also created an infinite number of minor boards, most of which either exercise a limited executive function or are purely advisory with no real power.  Though the Governor is forced to devote a great deal of time and attention to filling useless and outdated boards, President Reagan’s observation that “a government bureau is the nearest thing to eternal life we’ll ever see on this earth” has proven true.  The Legislature has been very reluctant to curb and has even increased the number of these boards, despite the burden it imposes on the Governor.

Article V, which was not adopted until 1972, four years after the rest of the Constitution was in place, establishes Florida’s court system and describes the jurisdiction of the courts.  Florida has four main levels of courts:  one Supreme Court, five District Courts of Appeal, 20 Circuit Courts, and 67 County Courts.  Almost all cases begin either in Circuit or County Court.  Appeals are taken from these trial courts to the District Courts of Appeal, or “DCAs.”  Cases brought in Brevard, for example, can be appealed to the Fifth DCA.  Cases brought before a DCA are heard by a panel of three judges.  The Florida Supreme Court consists of seven justices.  It oversees the entire system of judicial administration, adopting rules of procedure for the courts and regulating the practice of law through the Florida Bar.  In most cases, the Supreme Court has discretionary review, meaning the Court may choose whether or not to hear a case brought to it from a lower court.  The justices, by a majority vote, select one from among themselves to serve as Chief Justice for two years.  After the two-year term expires, the Chief Justice again assumes the rank of an ordinary justice.

While the President of the United States, with the consent of the Senate, appoints all federal judges and justices, many states have sought to democratize the process of selecting the members of their judiciaries.  In Florida, judicial vacancies are filled by a complex system of merit selection and retention.  This system is patterned after the “Missouri Plan,” a system of nonpartisan judicial appointment adopted in Missouri in 1940.  First, a Judicial Nominating Commission, or “JNC,” nominates between three and six qualified individuals for each vacancy.  The Governor then appoints one of the nominees, and the nominee chosen by the Governor takes office.  Unlike the federal system, the Florida Senate has no role in the judicial appointment process.  The Governor’s appointee serves until the next general election that is at least one year after the date of appointment, at which time the public votes either to retain or not retain the Governor’s appointee.  Each judge or justice retained by the public becomes subject to future retention elections at six-year intervals.  With regard to Circuit and County judges, however, voters may choose between the merit selection and retention system or a system of pure election.  No judge or justice on any court can serve beyond the age of 70, except on temporary assignment or to finish a term which is at least half complete.

The powers of the Judiciary have recently become a political football.  Many believe that too many judges are legislating from the bench rather than strictly applying the laws enacted by the Legislature.  A recent and well-publicized example of this was the case of Terri Shiavo, in which a judge ordered a brain-damaged woman to be deprived of nutrients to the point of death.  Many Floridians wondered whether Florida law truly required this result or whether the judge had exercised too much discretion.  In response to this and similar cases, there have been recent attempts in the Legislature to curb the power of judges in both civil and criminal cases or to impose term limits on judicial officers.  Recent polls show that a majority of Floridians believe that judges are too lenient on criminals and that they wield too much power relative to elected officials, but attempts to restrain judicial discretion have rarely attracted a consensus.  The constitutional principle of checks and balances is a delicate one, and most members of the Legislature, as well as the general public, are hesitant to make such potentially radical changes.

Another essential difference between federal courts and Florida courts concerns the “case or controversy” requirement.  The United States Constitution authorizes courts to act only where a real “case or controversy” exists between contending parties.  As a result, federal courts cannot give what are known as “advisory opinions”—opinions on a matter which is not yet the subject of litigation between parties.  The Florida Constitution, however, authorizes the judiciary in specific instances to issue opinions even where there are no litigants.  For example, if the Governor is in doubt as to the scope of his constitutional powers and duties, he may request the Florida Supreme Court to issue an advisory opinion interpreting the relevant laws.  The Supreme Court is also required to review legislative redistricting plans adopted by the Florida Constitution and to approve or reject constitutional amendments proposed by the ballot initiative process.  In each of these instances, the Court is able to give a legal opinion without any case or controversy between opposing parties.

Article VI governs voting and elections.  Florida’s first Constitution, adopted in 1838, limited the right to vote to every “free white male person of the age of twenty-one years and upwards” who had been a permanent resident of Florida for the previous two years, a permanent resident of the same county for six months, and who was enrolled in the militia.  These qualifications have been greatly relaxed.  Today, any person may vote who is a United States citizen at least eighteen years of age, a permanent resident of Florida, and registered to vote.  Each party selects its nominees at a primary election.  Florida is a “closed primary” state, which means that only voters registered as Democrats may vote in the Democratic primary, and only voters registered as Republicans may vote in the Republican primary.  Only where all candidates for an office belong to the same party and the winner of the primary would be unopposed at the general election may all voters vote for the same candidates at the primary election.  The general election is held on the first Tuesday after the first Monday in November in each even-numbered year, and the Governor is elected in non-presidential even-numbered years.  Article VI also contains term limits, prohibiting members of the Legislature, the Governor and Lieutenant Governor, and members of the Cabinet from running for re-election if at the time of the election they have already held the office for eight consecutive years.  This limits members of the House to four two-year terms and the other officers to whom term limits apply to two four-year terms.


Article VII regulates government revenue—in particular, taxes.  The Constitution prohibits a state income tax on individuals and authorizes a limited income tax on corporations.  Instead of an income tax, Florida’s most productive tax is its sales tax, to which tourists and snowbirds contribute, reducing the tax burden on permanent Florida residents.  The Constitution also prohibits the state government from imposing a property tax (except on intangible property), reserving this tax for the needs of local governments.  County and municipal governments as well as school districts may impose property taxes up to ten mills, and the Legislature may authorize other special districts to impose limited property taxes.  The Constitution provides for the homestead exemption, which reduces the assessed value of a home for purposes of local property taxes, and specifies several additional, narrower exemptions.  Article VII also prescribes in great detail rules governing bond issuances, and limits the power of the Legislature to mandate the expenditure of funds by local governments (known as “unfunded mandates”) or to reduce local revenues.  Perhaps most importantly, Article VII imposes on the Legislature a balanced budget requirement, which ensures that the state of Florida will never accumulate debt as the Federal Government has done.


The Florida Constitution not only creates the state government, it provides for Florida’s local governments as well.  Article VIII requires the Legislature to create counties, while it allows the Legislature to create municipalities.  Before 1968, local governments were totally dependent on the Legislature, which could create them, define their powers, and abolish them as it pleased.  Dade and Duval Counties, unhappy with oversight from Tallahassee, proposed constitutional amendments, ratified by voters statewide, granting them charters independent of the power of the Legislature, and the concept of the “home-rule” charter was incorporated into the new Constitution.  Today, 19 of Florida’s 67 counties operate under a charter—essentially, a local constitution—adopted by the Legislature and ratified by voters in the county.  The remaining 48 counties are non-charter counties.

The Constitution grants charter counties and municipalities (all of which operate under charters) complete powers of local self-government to enact any ordinance not inconsistent with state law.  Non-charter counties remain dependent on grants of power by the Legislature, but the Legislature has passed a law giving non-charter counties the same broad home-rule powers enjoyed by charter counties.  Every county is managed (unless the charter provides otherwise) by a County Commission consisting of five or seven members elected to staggered, four-year terms.  Commissioners are elected from discrete districts drawn by the County Commission after each census.  The Constitution provides for five additional elective county officers (again, subject to modification by charter):  a Sheriff, Tax Collector, Property Appraiser, Supervisor of Elections, and Clerk of the Court.  The governmental structures of municipalities are not prescribed by the Constitution but are instead left to their charters.

The Constitution of 1868—Florida’s fourth—recognized the “paramount duty” of the state to provide for public education.  That Constitution required the Legislature to establish a “uniform system of Common Schools” and created the office of Superintendent of Public Instruction.  Article IX of the 1968 Constitution continues our state’s historic devotion to public education.  Article IX requires the Legislature to fund public schools and establishes a school board, school district, and superintendent of schools in each county.  Article IX also contains several recent additions:  a class-size provision, limiting the number of students per classroom; a pre-kindergarten program for four-year olds; and a state university system with a statewide board of governors and, for each university, separate boards of trustees.


Article X contains a variety of provisions which do not belong in any other Article.  For example, it secures homesteads from forced sales to pay judgment awards, prescribes the terms on which the government may take private property under its power of eminent domain, authorizes the Florida Lottery, limits marine net fishing, establishes the Everglades Trust Fund, prohibits smoking in certain indoor workplaces, regulates the treatment of pregnant pigs, authorizes the adoption of a parental notice law in the case of abortions by minors, and establishes a state minimum wage.  Article X was also home to the bullet train proposal before voters repealed it in 2004.  Many of the recent constitutional amendments proposed by ballot initiative which are not fundamental either to the rights of citizens or to the structure or operation of the government can be found among the miscellaneous provisions of Article X.

All amendments to the Constitution follow a two-step process:  proposal and approval.  Article XI sets forth five different ways in which constitutional amendments can be proposed.  Most amendments are proposed either by a three-fifths vote of the Legislature or by the petition initiative process, but proposals to amend or revise the Constitution can also be made by:
1.
The Revision Commission.  The Revision Commission meets every twenty years and is next scheduled to meet in 2017.  It is composed of the Attorney General and 36 members appointed by various public officials.
2.
A Constitutional Convention.  A Convention to revise the entire Constitution can be called if 15 percent of the number of Floridians who voted at the last presidential election (including 15 percent of those in at least one-half of the state’s congressional districts) sign a petition requesting a Convention, and the petition is approved by a majority of voters at a general election.
3.
The Taxation and Budget Reform Commission.  Like the Revision Commission, the Taxation and Budget Reform Commission meets every twenty years, including in 2007.  The Commission has 29 members and is authorized to propose amendments that relate to government finances.

The most controversial method of proposing constitutional amendments is the initiative method.  The initiative process allows citizens to propose amendments by collecting signatures on petitions.  The number of signatures needed is 8 percent of the number of Floridians who voted at the last presidential election (including 8 percent of those in at least one-half of the state’s congressional districts).  Thus, the initiative process was designed to give ordinary citizens the power to change their Constitution in cases where the Legislature proved unresponsive.  Florida’s history in the decades preceding the adoption of the 1968 Constitution proved that an entrenched Legislature often ignores not only the will but also the interests of its constituents.  On the other hand, many people believe that there must be a balance between direct constitutional democracy and stability and continuity in the fundamental charter of our state.  In fact, the number of amendments proposed by initiative has greatly increased in recent years, and their detail and in some cases obscurity seem better suited to ordinary legislation than to constitutional law.  Too often the initiative process has become a mere industry which allows interest groups to spend millions of dollars to hire petition gatherers and engage in elaborate marketing campaigns to cement their particular issues in the Constitution.

Once an amendment is proposed, it is submitted to the approval of voters at a general election.  Any amendment, however proposed, can be submitted to voters earlier if the Legislature, by a three-fourths vote, calls a special election, which it did in 2007 when it proposed a constitutional amendment enacting property tax reform.  Except in the case of amendments proposing a new tax (which must be approved by a two-thirds vote), proposed amendments require the support of three-fifths of the electorate, a supermajority requirement that was adopted by voters in 2006 in response to perceived abuses of the initiative process.


Finally, Article XII provided a schedule for transitioning into the 1968 Constitution and also effective dates for other, more recent provisions.

Every candidate for office and even every citizen should be familiar with the basic features of Florida’s blueprint for government.  Too often we forget that state governments are an essential part of our federal system, and we look instinctively to Washington for solutions to all our problems.  Many, if not most, of the decisions which affect the day-to-day business of our lives are made nearer to home, and a knowledge of state government will better enable us to use the political process to better our communities, our state, and our nation as a whole.

A Brief History of Florida

The history of Florida is a colorful one.  Today we know Florida as the fourth most populous state in the union, growing at a rate of nearly 1,000 residents each day.  Our state is known as a leading producer of citrus, as our nation’s port to outer space, and as an attractive destination for tourists, with endless beaches, a warm sun, and, of course, Mickey Mouse.  Since 2000, Florida politics, once unnoticed, has catapulted onto the national stage, and our flourishing economy, falling crime rate, and innovative education policies have set an example for other states.  Our state has taken a lead in the new service-based economy, has become a home for advancing energy, medical, and other technologies, and has expanded its borders as a trading partner to Central and South America.

Our early history did not anticipate such growth.  European explorers first graced the coast of Florida around the end of the 15th century.  In 1513, Juan Ponce de León gave Florida its name.  At Saint Augustine, the Spanish established the first permanent European settlement on what would become the continental United States.  They fortified it by construction of the Castillo de San Marcos, an elaborate and imposing fort which the British were never able to conquer by military force.  When the French and Indian War ended in 1763, the British, by negotiation, finally gained possession of the fort and all of Florida.  The short-lived victory ended twenty years later when the Treaty of Paris ended the American Revolution, the British surrendered most of their North American possessions, and the Spanish regained control of Florida.  In 1804, after killing founding father Alexander Hamilton in a duel, Aaron Burr fled to the South and sailed down the Saint John’s River, corresponding with the Spanish Governor of Florida.  Three years later, Burr was arrested for treason and accused of a scheme to form an empire out of territories around the Gulf of Mexico.

Florida remained in the undisturbed control of the Spanish until the War of 1812.  Even before Congress declared war against the British, President James Madison and Secretary of State James Monroe formed a plan to seize Florida from the Spanish and sent a secret agent, General George Mathews, to the Florida-Georgia border to promote an attack on Florida by armed frontiersmen.  As the war against the British began, many southern advocates of war viewed it as an opportunity for territorial expansion, and the government feared that if it failed to act, the British might seize Florida instead.  The frontiersmen, with covert support from the United States military, seized Fernandina, an important port, and besieged Saint Augustine.  When the Spanish minister in Washington complained and Congress took notice, President Madison, fully occupied with the British, quietly ordered the withdrawal of American forces from Florida.  However, these border skirmishes convinced the Spanish that Florida would not remain defensible for long.

Spain’s weakness became apparent in 1817 and 1818 when President Monroe sent Andrew Jackson to Georgia to secure the border with Florida.  Spain had failed to prevent Indians in Florida from conducting raids on settlements in Georgia, and Florida had become an inviting refuge for slaves, encouraging escapes.  Jackson not only defeated the Indians in what is known as the First Seminole War, he attacked Pensacola and overthrew the Spanish Governor.  While some in Monroe’s administration urged that Jackson be censured, Secretary of State John Quincy Adams pressed Spain to cede Florida to the United States.  Aware of its declining strength and uprisings among its South American possessions, Spain agreed.  In 1819, as part of the Adams-Onís Treaty, the United States obtained Florida from Spain for $5 million.  No money actually exchanged hands, as the United States simply assumed debts owed by the Spanish government to American citizens.  The treaty of 1819 was ratified by Congress in 1821, and the first territorial government was headed by the Hero of the Battle of New Orleans and future President Andrew Jackson. 

Tallahassee was established as the state capital in 1823 because it was an attractive area centrally located between the main cities of Pensacola and Saint Augustine.  For the first few years, business was conducted in three log cabins.  The first capitol was built in 1826 on the highland area where the current capitol stands.  The core of the building which today is called the Old Capitol was built in 1845.  Its distinctive cupola was added in 1891, and wings were built in 1902.  Today’s modern capitol, which stands directly to the west of the Old Capitol, was completed in 1977 and is twenty-two stories high.  The Old Capitol was refurbished and transformed into the Museum of Florida History and remains open to visitors today.

From 1835 to 1842, Florida was the scene of the Second Seminole War.  The Indian Removal Act of 1830 and the Treaty of Payne’s Landing in 1832 required the Indians to evacuate Florida by 1835.  When many Seminoles retreated into South Florida instead, troops led by Colonel Zachary Taylor were sent into Florida.  In all, the United States government spent between $20 and $40 million to fight the war, during which Chief Osceola was captured and all but a small handful of Seminoles were killed or expelled.  During seven years of fighting, the state was explored and mapped, roads and forts were built, tens of thousands of American citizens were employed in Florida in military and civilian capacities, and settlement was encouraged by the Armed Occupation Act of 1842, which allotted 160 acres to each homesteader able to defend and willing to reside on his property for a period of five years.

In 1838, Congress passed the Territorial Act, which called for the selection of delegates to frame Florida’s first Constitution.  From December 3, 1838, to January 11, 1839, the delegates met and deliberated in the city of Saint Joseph near present day Port Joe in Gulf County.  The new Constitution provided for a Governor, a General Assembly consisting of a Senate and House of Representatives, and several levels of courts.  The Governor served a four-year term and was ineligible for re-election, a deliberate feature which was preserved, with a brief intermission, until 1968 and which ensured the weakness of the Governor and the strength of the Legislature.  Members of the House were elected for one-year terms, and Senators served two-year terms.  Two years later, the constitution was amended to provide for the Legislature to meet only every other year, and Representative’s terms were increased from one to two years.  Judges were elected by the General Assembly, and each judge served a fixed number of years before the General Assembly could vote to confer a permanent tenure.  The first State Constitution was narrowly ratified by Florida voters in May of 1839, but Florida remained a territory until it applied for statehood six years later.  

On March 3, 1845, on his last day in office, President John Tyler signed a bill admitting Florida into the Union as the twenty-seventh state.  As a slave state, Florida was accompanied by Iowa, a free state, to maintain the national balance between slave and free states.  At his inauguration, Florida’s first state Governor, William D. Moseley, raised a flag presented to him by the citizens of Tallahassee emblazoned with the words “Let Us Alone.”  For obvious reasons this unsocial flag never became an official state flag.  Moseley’s administration encouraged agriculture and adjusted disputes with the remaining Seminoles.  Internal improvements were also being made.  In Brevard, for example, the Army Corps of Engineers dug Haulover Canal to connect the Indian River to Mosquito Lagoon, and a 65-foot wooden lighthouse was built in Cape Canaveral.  Also, construction of the Hernández-Capron Trail, which connected Saint Augustine to Fort Pierce and later was replaced by Interstate 95, was completed in 1849.  Meanwhile, the state’s population continued to grow rapidly, from roughly 35,000 in 1830 to 87,000 twenty years later.  The state was about half white, half non-white.

The Democratic Party ruled Florida politics from 1845 until modern times.  When our nation’s two-party system first arose in the 1790s, the Federalists were centered chiefly in the North, while Democratic-Republicans, led by the agrarian vision of Thomas Jefferson, were dominant in the South.  As the Federalist Party declined in the early 19th century and the Era of Good Feelings temporarily united all Americans within a single political party, the Democratic Party came to dominate politics, especially in the South.  As the Missouri Compromise and the admission of new states made slavery an increasingly controversial political issue, southern states again rallied around the Democratic Party to defend their “peculiar institution.”  It is no surprise, then, that Florida, whose first permanent American settlers were southerners crossing the border from Georgia and Alabama, assumed the political views of other southern states.

On November 30, 1860, Governor Madison S. Perry issued a proclamation calling for a convention of delegates to consider secession from the Union.  In January of 1861, the Secession Convention met in Tallahassee.  Governor Perry, a Democrat who for years had anticipated secession and had steadily increased the strength of Florida’s militia, argued for secession.  On January 10, 1861, following the lead of South Carolina and Mississippi, the Convention voted 62 to 7 in favor of secession.  The State Constitution was amended to replace the words “United States” with “Confederate States,” and Governor Perry immediately ordered the seizure of Union forts and arsenals.

Even before the first shots of the war were fired at Fort Sumter in South Carolina, federal troops stationed in Florida retreated to Fort Pickens on Santa Rosa Island.  Among President Lincoln’s first acts in office was to dispatch Lieutenant David D. Porter to Santa Rosa Island to guard it against a possible Confederate attack from the mainland.  The hostile parties negotiated a truce, the South agreeing that it would not attack Fort Pickens and the North agreeing that it would not reinforce it.  With the first shots at Fort Sumter, however, war had begun, and the truce at Fort Pickens was disregarded by both sides.  For over a year, Union forces withstood a Confederate siege of Fort Pickens, until the besieging forces were called off to join the main Confederate Army.  Fort Pickens, like Saint Augustine, remained in Union hands for the duration of the war.

Few Civil War battles were fought in Florida.  In fact, Tallahassee was the only state capitol east of the Mississippi that was never captured by the advancing Union armies before hostilities ended in 1865.  Florida did, however, play an important role.  Early in the war, the North implemented a blockade known as the Anaconda Plan to prevent imports to and exports from the South.  Florida’s extensive coastline was constantly patrolled by the Union Navy.  Because the South had almost no naval force, the North, navigating from Fort Taylor at the end of Key West, was able to obstruct foreign trade.  The blockade, combined with the non-existence of established manufacturing in the South, gradually deprived the Confederacy of essential resources.  While some southern trade with Cuba and the Bahamas eluded the Union Navy, commerce declined as the North steadily increased the number of its ships, and Union gunboats soon navigated Florida’s rivers.  At the same time, the Union Navy destroyed many of the works along Florida’s coast which supplied Confederate troops with salt, an important preservative of meat, and Union soldiers raided Florida’s cattle herds, prompting defensive locals to organize into the “Cow Cavalry.”

The most significant Civil War battle fought on Florida soil—the Battle of Olustee—took place late in the war.  In February, 1864, 5,500 northern troops landed at Jacksonville, and under the command of Brigadier General Truman Seymour, advanced west across the interior of the state.  Their objectives were to disturb southern supply lines and recruit black troops for Union regiments.  On February 20, 1864, about fifty miles west of Jacksonville, they met 5,000 Confederate troops, led by Brigadier General Joseph Finegan.  A battle ensued in the afternoon and continued virtually to nightfall.  By the end of the day, 203 Union troops died and 1,152 were injured, while only 93 Confederate troops were killed and 847 injured.  The Union troops retreated to Jacksonville and, while Union naval supremacy ensured them access to Florida’s coasts, the interior region remained in the firm control of the Confederacy.  A reenactment of the Battle of Olustee is performed each year, and the battlefield has been preserved and is open to the public year round.

Over the course of the war, more than 15,000 Floridians fought for the Confederacy.  Though this number was comparatively small, Florida contributed a greater percentage of its able-bodied population than any other Confederate state.  One-third of the 15,000 Floridians who fought for the Confederacy died, and many of the rest returned home ill or injured.  Perhaps Florida’s most significant contribution to the Confederate cause consisted of raw materials and other supplies, such as beef, pork, fish, fruit, molasses, and salt, and a textile factory in Monticello, Florida, supplied Confederate troops with cloth and clothing.  A minority of Floridians, in particular those in coastal towns whose livelihoods depended on trade with the North, remained loyal to the Union through the war, and 1,200 white and 1,000 black Floridians fought for the North.  The Union Army organized the 1st and 2nd Florida Cavalry units and a unit of artillery in Florida.  By the end of the war, many distressed Floridians were relieved by the return of peace, regardless of who won.  On May 20, 1865, Union troops raised the American flag over the state capitol in Tallahassee.

The post-war years also served as the only break in Democratic Party rule until the 1990s.  With the appointment of the Florida Governor by President Andrew Johnson in the summer of 1865, Republicans took over and the Reconstruction Era began.  During this period, slavery was abolished by the Thirteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution, the equal protection of the laws was guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment, and the right to vote was secured to blacks by the Fifteenth Amendment.  Without ratification by the voters, a convention in Tallahassee framed and adopted a new Constitution for the state.  Congress created five military districts in the South, with Florida, Georgia, and Alabama forming the Third, and Union troops occupied the South to protect the rights of recently freed slaves.  Finally, in 1868, after Congress declared Florida’s Constitution illegitimate, Florida voters adopted a new Constitution, held elections under federal military supervision across the state, and, for the first time in over seven years, sent a representative to Congress.  On July 4, authority was formally transferred from the federal military to the state government.

To those who searched for equality, it was a time to rejoice, but most southerners viewed Reconstruction as the rule of “carpetbaggers” from the North and “scalawags” of the South.  Carpetbaggers flocked to the South for various reasons.  Some were Civil War veterans who had fought for the Union in the South.  Others were politicians, businessmen, and abolitionists who saw southern Reconstruction as an opportunity for self-promotion, investment, or public, social, and economic renewal.  The carpetbaggers united with the scalawags, who were native southerners partial to the Union cause, and with newly enfranchised blacks to ensure Republican dominance during the Reconstruction Era.  While needed social changes were made, such as the establishment of Florida’s public school system in 1869, corruption and pent up anger over the continued presence of Union troops caused constant strife.  Many public offices remained vacant, and at least initially the state economy showed few signs of life.

Following the war, Florida returned to its diversified agricultural economy.  Cattle roamed freely across the state; in fact, the term “Florida Cracker” comes from the sound of the long whips used to move the cattle on the flats plains of Florida.  The lucrative, pre-war trade which sent Florida cattle to Cuba in return for gold, and which the northern blockade only partially suppressed, resumed and spurred Florida’s economy.  This contributed to make Key West, with about 10,000 residents, the state’s most populous city.  The great demand for timber created by the wartime destruction of towns and cities enlivened the state’s timber industry, as large quantities of timber were shipped to various parts of the country from ports at Pensacola and Jacksonville.  Florida continued to produce corn, rice, cotton, tobacco, wheat, indigo, and sugar, but these were no longer cultivated by slaves, but by white and black laborers.  Property values, which had decreased to one-half of their pre-war levels, remained low, and large plantations were rapidly replaced by numerous small farms engaged in subsistence farming.  Citrus groves of both grapefruit and oranges began to multiply, and tax incentives were adopted to encourage the manufacture of paper and other articles.  In 1880, ninety percent of Floridians lived in the state’s rural areas.

The Reconstruction Era and the dominance of the Republican Party were short-lived.  In the presidential election of 1876, Samuel J. Tilden, a Democrat from New York, won 51 percent of the national popular vote, while Rutherford B. Hayes, a Republican from Ohio, won 48 percent.  Tilden also led in electoral votes, 184 to 165, with 20 votes from Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina disputed amidst charges of fraud, intimidation, and corruption.  Congress appointed a 15-member Electoral Commission which gave all 20 disputed votes—and the presidency—to Hayes.  In return, Hayes pledged to end Reconstruction.  Federal troops were withdrawn from the southern states, and Democrats immediately regained power throughout the South.  In 1885, free from federal supervision, Florida abandoned its Reconstruction Era Constitution and adopted a new State Constitution which remained in place until 1968.

With the end of Reconstruction, equal rights for Florida’s black citizens also came to an end.  In the 1880s and 1890s, farmers throughout the Southeast and Midwest united to form the Populist reform movement.  In Florida, the Populist movement represented an alliance between discontented farmers and progressive blacks unhappy with the status quo.  The Populists experienced some limited success, as a few Florida politicians, such as Governor Napoleon Bonaparte Broward, incorporated Populist notions into their political views.  Governor Broward, uniting Populist and Progressive ideals, championed farmers, labor, and small business and worked to drain the Everglades and establish an eight-hour workday.  But most Democratic leaders were alarmed by the participation of black citizens in Florida politics.  As a result, the Legislature passed the so-called Jim Crow Laws, which included literacy tests, poll taxes, multiple ballots, and segregated education, relegating blacks to second-class status.  The $2 poll tax of 1889 effectively deprived both blacks and poor, rural whites of the ability to vote, as the number of black voters in Florida decreased by more than 80 percent in four years.  Though the most oppressive of these laws were repealed in the 1930s, the social structure they created remained in place in Florida and most of the south until the 1960s.

Economically, Florida soon experienced rapid change, as major industrialists led by Henry Flagler began to develop Florida in the 1880s.  Flagler, who had assisted in forming Standard Oil in the 1860s, opened hotels in Saint Augustine, Ormond, Palm Beach, and eventually Miami.  To transport tourists to his hotels, he purchased an existing railroad in northeast Florida, extended it southward, and renamed it the Florida East Coast Railway.  By 1912, Flagler’s railroad reached Key West and had established Florida as a principal tourist destination for wealthy Americans.  Beachside resorts appeared as rapidly as the rail line was constructed.  On the west coast, Henry Plant spurred the development of Tampa when he formed the South Florida Railroad and established rail lines from northeast Florida to the Gulf of Mexico.  Between 1877 and 1897, the number of miles of track in Florida increased from 485 to 3,149.  While railroad development created friction with farmers, who alleged that railroads charged them exorbitant rates to offset low rates offered to large industries, the Legislature encouraged the construction of rail track by awarding thousands of acres of land to railroad companies.  Meanwhile, Flagler made large contributions to build churches, schools, and hospitals along Florida’s east coast, further promoting settlement and growth.

While agriculture still led state industry, the economy began to show drastic change.  In 1881, Florida was desperate to find a source of revenue to pay its Civil War debts.  The state found that source when Hamilton Disston, a millionaire saw manufacturer from Philadelphia, purchased four million acres from the Kissimmee Basin to South Florida from the state for about $1,000,000.  The Disston Purchase proved to be a momentous event in Florida’s economic expansion.  Disston instantly became the nation’s—and perhaps the world’s—largest landowner.  He drained vast tracts of his land and dredged a canal connecting Lake Okeechobee to Kissimmee and Kissimmee to the Gulf of Mexico, opening the interior of the state to steamboat traffic and settlement.  He founded the Florida Sugar Manufacturing Company, and, on drained land, established a cattle empire.  After Disston’s death by suicide, Governor Napoleon Broward, with the endorsement and even a visit from President Theodore Roosevelt, continued the work of draining and developing South Florida.

In 1898, during a civil war between Spain and its colony in Cuba, the U.S.S. Maine mysteriously exploded in Havana Harbor, and the nation went to war.  During the Spanish-American War, Florida became the training ground for American forces preparing to embark for Cuba.  Camps were established in Tampa, Jacksonville, Fernandina, Pensacola, Lakeland, and, at the insistence of Henry Flagler, in the infant town of Miami.  Tampa received over 60,000 troops, including Lieutenant Colonel Theodore Roosevelt and the Rough Riders, while Miami was relieved from fears of a Spanish invasion by the presence of American troops.  Like the naval blockade during the Civil War, a blockade by the United States Navy against Spanish forces in Cuba was orchestrated from Key West.  War preparations served to boost the state economy after the Panic of 1893, as soldiers became consumers, railroads delivered supplies, facilities were established, and harbors were improved.

With the turn of the century, as Florida’s population stood at over one-half million people, came the introduction of the automobile and the construction of roads.  Local governments, with the support of Governor Broward, began the monumental task of preparing their communities for automobile traffic.  Carl Fisher, a wealthy Indianapolis entrepreneur and promoter of automobiles, constructed the Dixie Highway from the Midwest to Miami, and, in 1915, with great fanfare, led a cavalcade of 15 cars across the United States into Miami, popularizing automobile travel to Florida.  In the same year, the Legislature created the State Road Department, the predecessor of the Florida Department of Transportation, to organize a system of highways for the state.  While alternative modes of transportation rapidly made steamboats obsolete, they presented the state with great advantages.  They not only expanded Florida’s existing industries, which found markets in other states, but they paved the way for two phenomena that would shape the state’s future:  the Land Boom and tourism.

The great Florida Land Boom began in 1920.  With the close of World War I, improvements in social and working conditions throughout the country, continued development and drainage of Florida’s lands, and the advent of mass transit, many Americans were both able and willing to visit or even to relocate to Florida.  In a mere five years, Florida’s population increased by about one-third.  Land speculation ran rampant as even former presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan joined the fray.  In 1923, the Legislature encouraged the frenzy by adopting the homestead exemption and proposing a constitutional amendment, approved by voters the following year, to prohibit a state income tax.  Entrepreneurs added to Florida’s allure by promoting leisure activities, including gambling on horse and dog racing.  The population of South Florida in particular exploded, as Miami’s residents increased in number from 29,571 in 1920 to 110,637 in 1930.  The growth was so rapid that the Florida East Coast Railway placed a temporary moratorium on the transportation of building supplies, unable to meet the demand.  Scores of people arrived each day from the North, eager to be a part of something new.

By 1925, however, the price of real estate had grown insupportably high.  Skeptical northern investors cautioned against fraudulent practices and an inevitable “land bust.”  Prices had become so exorbitant as to discourage new buyers, renters were priced out of their homes, carpetbagging realtors left the state, and the market collapsed.  In August, 1925, the Florida East Coast Railway declared that it was unable to transport the immense amount of building materials delivered into the state.  A severe winter in 1925 was followed in September of 1926 by a powerful hurricane which tore through Miami and, thirty miles inland, created a storm surge in Lake Okeechobee which swallowed entire neighborhoods.  The Great Miami Hurricane of 1926, which killed nearly 400 Floridians, was followed in 1928 by the Lake Okeechobee Hurricane, which, with winds exceeding 150 miles per hour, killed an additional 2,500.  In 1926, three years before the Great Depression began nationally, Florida’s economy had come to a halt.  The citrus industry was devastated by unusual freezes and the Mediterranean fruit fly, which destroyed over 70 percent of the state’s citrus trees.  Many local governments, which had financed roads and other improvements on credit, were unable to collect the revenues needed to pay their debts.  Some were forced to close schools, stop payments on bonds, or even declare bankruptcy.  Despite the bust, however, the five-year Land Boom had revolutionized Florida forever.

During the early decades of the 20th century, the Democratic Party continued to control Florida politics, but only at the price of party unity and cohesion.  At the turn of the century, after the Populist movement subsided, the Progressive movement had gained national appeal.  In Florida, the Democratic Party acted quickly to preempt a Progressive movement in this state, transferring the power to nominate candidates from closed-door conventions and caucuses to primary elections.  While this prevented candidates with Progressive views from defecting from the party, it encouraged dissention within the ranks and the growth of intra-party factions.  In 1936, 14 Democrats vied for the party’s nomination for the office of Governor.  The party remained intact, however, and only once, in 1916, did it lose its grip on state politics.  Sidney Catts, a boisterous preacher who narrowly lost in the Democratic primary, ran for Governor as a third-party candidate on a platform opposing Catholics, corporations, and alcohol, and, for four years, became the only third-party Governor in state history.

The state economy remained stagnant from the end of the Land Boom until World War II.  As during the Spanish-American War, Florida did its part to help the war effort in the 1940s.  Massive basic training camps were established in Miami Beach, Daytona, and St. Petersburg, and flight schools operated in the panhandle for our aviators to ensure victory over the Axis powers.  It was at Eglin Field that Jimmy Doolittle trained for his 30-second raid over Tokyo, and millions of other service personnel were stationed in Florida at various times throughout the war.  Over 250,000 Floridians served in the American armed forces during World War II, and Florida’s agriculture supplied food to the military personnel stationed at the dozens of new army and navy bases established in the state.  German U-boats patrolled the east coast of the United States, and their attacks on American ships were visible from Florida’s beaches.  In February, 1942, for example, German U-boats torpedoed four ships off the coast of Cape Canaveral.  Florida also served as a detention center for German and Italian prisoners of war, who were frequently trucked to prison camps in rural parts of the state.  The military presence in Florida had the advantage of accelerating the construction of dependable roads and highways.
Many of the military personnel who had been stationed in Florida either remained in the state or returned after the war or in their retirement, contributing to Florida’s explosive population growth in the 1940s and 1950s.  The state also engaged in an aggressive marketing program to attract tourists.  By 1950, Florida’s population had boomed to over 2.7 million.  Air conditioning and mosquito control made Florida more attractive, and, while Florida, like other southern states, experienced racial problems, these problems were less pronounced than in other parts of the South.  In the 1950s, nearly one-half of Florida’s population was not native born, and many of these hailed from the North.  Following the United States Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education in 1954, the Jim Crow Era of second-class citizenship for blacks was finally on the way out.  In 1959, Florida finally responded and began the decade-long process of desegregating public schools.

In Florida, the second half of the 20th century represented not only a time for social evolution, but also of growth in business diversity.  The space industry took off on January 31, 1958, with the launch of Explorer I, the first American satellite, from Cape Canaveral.  Three years later, in May of 1961, Alan Shepard became the first American in space, and President John F. Kennedy announced that the United States would place a man on the moon by the end of the decade.  Six days after President Kennedy’s assassination, President Lyndon Johnson renamed Cape Canaveral “Cape Kennedy,” and the new name remained in place until 1973, when Governor Reuben Askew, under public pressure, signed a law which refused to recognize the name “Cape Kennedy” for state government purposes.  Kennedy’s dream was realized, however, on July 20, 1969, when Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin became the first men to walk on the moon.  For Floridians, space exploration has served not only as a vital industry, but as an immense source of pride in their state.

While NASA explored the frontiers of knowledge and discovery, one of Florida’s more traditional industries was about to be transformed.  Beginning in 1964, Walt Disney, a film producer and showman, conceived the “Florida Project” and soon began to purchase tens of thousands of acres of land south of Orlando in Orange and Osceola Counties.  The purchases were made by third parties to deprive sellers of any leverage they might derive from Disney’s involvement.  In 1967, Governor Claude Kirk signed Chapter Law 67-764, creating the Reedy Creek Improvement District, which gave Disney almost total autonomy over his acquisitions.  The District was free to ignore state and local zoning and land use laws, giving it free reign to construct almost anything.  The District also possessed the power of eminent domain, enabling it to take private property adjoining the District on the condition that it compensate the property owners.

On October 1, 1971, Disney World opened its doors and became the tourist destination of America.  Other theme parks followed:  Sea World, Epcot, Wet ‘n’ Wild, Disney-MGM Studios, Universal Studios, and Disney’s Animal Kingdom have converted Orlando into the ultimate tourist capital.  Each year, 42 million people visit Orlando’s theme parks, pouring $20 billion into the local economy.

In 1968, Florida adopted its current State Constitution.  Reformers had long sought to modernize Florida’s fundamental law, but these efforts failed to take root while the Legislature was controlled by a small class of rural landowners who represented only 20 percent of the state.  After the courts mandated legislative reapportionment, areas which had experienced recent growth, such as South Florida and the state’s urban centers, finally received equal representation in the Legislature.  Once in power, reformers adopted the Sunshine Law, and in three joint resolutions approved by voters, rewrote the State Constitution.  The Constitution has continued to grow, over 100 amendments having been adopted since its ratification in 1968.

In 1960, the population of Florida reached nearly 5 million.  Rapid growth continued in the 1970s, when over a quarter of a million Cubans entered the United States; again, in the 1980s, over 120,000 Cubans would seek refuge from communism.  The attractive weather, business climate, and prohibition against income taxes have all contributed to increase Florida’s population, which now stands at 18 million.  Growth has presented new challenges as well as creative solutions in the fields of education, infrastructure and transportation, and medical care.  Florida continues to maintain a high quality of life for its residents without the high taxation and unemployment experienced by many Rust Belt states.  Along with the growth in population, the state budget has grown dramatically.  From 2001 to 2006, annual state spending increased by nearly 50 percent, from $47 billion to over $70 billion dollars.  Fortunately, Florida’s vibrant economy has created more new jobs than any other state, and economic growth—not tax increases—has increased state revenues and state spending.

The 20th century is often referred to as the American Century, and perhaps no state better typifies the American Century than Florida.  The spirit of development, adventure, and innovation which characterizes the American experience are conspicuous in Florida’s boom and bust periods and evident in its leadership in space exploration, its military capacity and technological enterprise, and the imagination and entrepreneurship that attract millions of visitors from around the world.  In the American Century, no state’s population grew as rapidly as Florida’s, which improved its rank from 33rd in 1900 to the 4th in 2000, and Florida’s Gross State Product of $600 billion is now exceeded only by that of California, New York, and Texas.  As our state moves into the next century, its remarkable success over the past 50 years is the most decisive proof that Florida’s brightest days lie ahead.

	Florida’s Population in the 20th Century

	1900
	528,542

	1910
	752,619

	1920
	968,470

	1930
	1,468,211

	1940
	1,897,414

	1950
	2,771,305

	1960
	4,951,560

	1970
	6,789,443

	1980
	9,746,324

	1990
	12,937,926

	2000
	15,982,378


A Brief History of Brevard


Like Florida, Brevard County has a colorful and even an unknown history.  In fact, Brevard’s inhabitants predate the era of written history, as evidenced by the remains of “Melbourne Man,” a prehistoric human unearthed at the Melbourne Municipal Golf Course in the mid-1920s, and by the discovery in 1982 of nearly 200 skeletons near Titusville.  This discovery, made during the development of the Windover Farms subdivision, revealed the site of a prehistoric, communal burial place, where the dead, together with a part of their belongings, had carefully been laid to rest at the bottom of a small pond.  The excavations, perhaps the largest ever from the Archaic Period, were dated to approximately 6,000 B.C. and are now stored at Florida State University.


In its more recent history, Brevard was home to Indians of various tribes.  Until the late 1700s, the principal inhabitants of present day Brevard and Indian River Counties appear to have been the Ais Indians, whose chief town, Jece, was located near Vero Beach.  The Ais Indians also had a winter residence—the town of Pentoya—on the Indian River near the present location of Gleason Park in Indian Harbour Beach.  In fact, Spanish explorers originally named the Indian River the Rio de Ais.  The Ais were a fierce, warlike people who subsisted on seafood, natural vegetation, and perhaps even human flesh, and they constructed large mounds of oyster shells (since ground up to construct local roads) visible from the ocean.  When Ponce de Leon, the first European explorer to reach North America, landed near Melbourne Beach, he is reputed to have fled from the ferocious natives, and, for obvious reasons, the region was not colonized by European settlers until centuries later.


Brevard’s history for the next three hundred years is sketchy at best.  The name of Cape Canaveral began to appear on European maps in the mid-1500s as a landmark for navigators.  According to one theory, Cape Canaveral received its name after Francisco Gordillo, a Spanish explorer, was shot by an Ais arrow made of a plant resembling cane.  By the second half of the 1700s, the Ais Indians had gradually vanished, falling prey to Europeans who met native hostility with superior force, to disease, and possibly to rum.  On May 10, 1783, the last naval battle of the American Revolution was fought off the coast of Brevard or Indian River County.  Two American ships—the Alliance and the Duc de Lauzun—bound from Havana to Philadelphia with a cargo of gold for Congress encountered three British ships:  the Sybil and the Alarm, both frigates, and the Tobago, a sloop-of-war.  After a 40-minute exchange of cannon fire, the British ships were repelled and the American ships continued on their important mission.


Brevard remained largely unexplored until the Second Seminole War began in 1835.  During the Second Seminole War, the United States Army established Fort Ann as a temporary garrison and supply depot on Merritt Island on what is now NASA property.  Brigadier General Joseph Hernández encamped with his troops briefly near present-day Mims, and later supervised the construction of the Hernández-Capron Trail.  This trail connected Saint Augustine and Fort Capron, on the St. Lucie River, for the easy transportation of troops and supplies.  Traces of the Hernández-Capron Trail remain visible in West Melbourne, although most of the road has either disappeared or been subsumed by Interstate 95.


In 1843, after the end of the Second Seminole War, Captain Douglas Dummett, commander of the Mosquito Roarers, settled in north Merritt Island.  Dummett, the son of a refugee who had fled insurrection in Barbados, took advantage of the homestead rights offered after the war by the Armed Occupation Act.  He planted an orange grove, now known as Dummett Grove, near the abandoned Fort Ann, and thus laid the foundation for Indian River citrus.  Dummett Grove is believed to be the oldest commercial citrus grove in Florida.  In 1845, the United States Army Corps of Engineers dug a canal immediately to the north of Dummett Grove, connecting the Indian River and Mosquito Lagoon.  The canal was known as Haulover Canal, because it was dug at the narrowest point of the island where, before its construction, boats were “hauled over” the land.


Another colorful character in the history of Brevard is Captain Mills Burnham, the first keeper of the county’s earliest notable manmade landmark—the Cape Canaveral lighthouse.  In 1843, Congress appropriated funds for the construction of the lighthouse, and four years later, construction of the 65-foot, wooden lighthouse fueled by whale oil was complete.  Burnham, like Dummett, settled in Brevard after the Second Seminole War, was appointed the first permanent keeper of the lighthouse, and served in that capacity for over 30 years.  The original tower was so short and dim that many ships ran aground.  In fact, shipwrecks proved to be an invaluable source of supplies for the early settlers of Brevard.  In 1859, plans were formed for a new lighthouse, but the Civil War intervened, and Captain Burnham buried the light in crates near his orange grove to hinder the Union blockade and prevent seizure of the light by the North.  In 1868, a new 145-foot iron and brick lighthouse debuted.  It is now operated by the United States Coast Guard and is lit nightly.  Captain Burnham, incidentally, is said to have given the Banana River its name, after the wild bananas that grew on its banks.


In 1855, Governor James E. Broome signed a law reshaping Florida’s counties.  A part of St. Lucie County was renamed Brevard, deriving its name from the incumbent State Comptroller, Theodore W. Brevard.  At that time, Brevard spanned southward to present day Miami-Dade County, and only in 1905 did it assume its present dimensions.  Brevard residents will not be shocked to learn that, before the area was even called St. Lucie County, the land which is now Brevard was referred to as Mosquito County.


In 1859, John C. Houston, a relation of the better known Sam Houston, arrived in Brevard along the Hernández-Capron Trail with his sons and a small number of slaves and became the first settler of Eau Gallie.  Houston settled along the Indian River on the north side of the Eau Gallie River and built a log cabin, kept oxen, fished, grew rice, and produced sugar.  As was common during the Civil War era, he operated salt works, boiling water beside the Indian River and spreading the remnants on cypress slabs.  In the closing days of the Civil War, Confederate Secretary of War John C. Breckenridge, fleeing to Cuba, came ashore at Houston’s dock when his boat began to leak.  Houston helped caulk Breckenridge’s boat, and Breckenridge went on his way.  Over the years, Houston was joined in the Eau Gallie area by others, and the settlement was briefly known as Arlington.  By 1900, 172 people resided in Eau Gallie.


Early settlements also took hold in Malabar and Sand Point, now known as Titusville.  Around the close of the Civil War, Henry T. Titus, for reasons which remain a mystery, stepped ashore at Sand Point.  Titus, a restless adventurer who ten years earlier had gone to Bleeding Kansas as a pro-slavery agitator, established a homestead and opened a hotel and saloon.  He also gave the city its name (according to legend, by his victory at a game of dominos), was instrumental in planning city roads and buildings, and, in 1880, he succeeded in making Titusville the capital of Brevard County.  In his old age, when confined to a wheelchair, the boisterous Titus is said to have sat ominously on the balcony of his house with a gun across his lap.


Another prominent settler of the same era was William H. Gleason.  Gleason was president of the town bank in Eau Claire, Wisconsin, before being sent to Florida as a special agent of the Bureau of Freedmen to locate land for newly liberated slaves.  Gleason himself immediately relocated to South Florida, where he engaged in a law practice as well as in extensive land deals, including the purchase of 16,000 acres in and around the settlement of Arlington, which he renamed Eau Gallie.


During Reconstruction, while living in Dade County, Gleason became active in the Republican Party.  In 1868, he became the state’s first Lieutenant Governor (the post was created by the 1868 Constitution), and in the fall of that year served as acting Governor while articles of impeachment were pending against Governor Harrison Reed.  When Reed resumed office, he used residency requirements to oust Gleason from his post as Lieutenant Governor.  From 1871 to 1874, Gleason served in the State Legislature.  In 1871, still residing in Dade County, Gleason offered 2,320 of the acres he had purchased in Eau Gallie to the state for construction of an agricultural college on Pineapple Avenue.  The Republican Legislature accepted his offer, and by 1875, construction had begun.  The fate of the college, however, would soon become entangled in the politics of the disputed 1876 election.


When Gleason unsuccessfully ran for office in 1876, he contested the election, alleging fraud and other irregularities.  Dade County’s ballots were not delivered to Tallahassee in time, delaying the official tabulation, and votes in at least one precinct were eventually disallowed.  At the same time, Florida’s electoral votes for president, due in part to Dade County, were called into question.  While the Compromise of 1876 gave the presidency to Republican Rutherford Hayes, it also ended Reconstruction in the South and signaled the resurgence of Democrats in Florida.  The Democratic Legislature turned a deaf ear to Gleason’s plans for an agricultural college, and, though construction had begun, the college was moved to Lake City.  In 1906, the Legislature moved the college again, consolidating it with the East Florida Seminary in Gainesville, founding the University of Florida.  In the 1880s, Gleason and his family moved to Eau Gallie, where he died in 1902.


 Other towns also began to grow.  In 1877, Captain Thomas Lund introduced commercial steamboat travel to Brevard, operating the steamboat Pioneer from Titusville.  Other steamboats followed, and the county was opened to visitors by water transportation.  As a result, soon after it was first settled, Rockledge became an East Coast resort for wealthy vacationers.  Three luxury hotels—the Plaza Hotel, the Hotel Indian River, and the Rockledge Hotel—sprang up, and the population of Rockledge regularly swelled from 200 to 2,000 when visitors arrived in the wintertime.  In 1887, Rockledge was the preeminent town in Brevard and became the county’s first incorporated municipality.  When incorporated, Rockledge was the southernmost incorporated municipality in the state of Florida.  In February, 1888, President Grover Cleveland, then serving the first of two non-consecutive terms, visited Rockledge and addressed a crowd at the Indian River Hotel.


In time, Brevard would boast other notable visitors.  In 1913, William Jennings Bryan, who ran for President three times without success, passed through Brevard on his way to his home in Miami, and a few days later, passed through the county again on route to President-elect Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration.  In 1920, President Warren G. Harding, arriving on the presidential yacht Victoria, would become the second president to visit Rockledge.  In 1936, during his first re-election campaign, President Franklin D. Roosevelt was chauffeured from Winter Park to Titusville before boarding a train on the Florida East Coast Railway.


In the 1880s, Brevard was only in the first stages of its development.  To the south of Rockledge, a small, new settlement known as Crane Creek was soon established.  Among its first settlers was Peter Wright, a former slave who sailed from Titusville to Malabar, delivering mail to riverside residents.  At about the same time that Captain Lund brought his steamboat to Brevard, Richard W. Goode and his family arrived from Chicago, and Cornthwaite John Hector, an Englishman who had spent much of his life in Melbourne, Australia, also arrived at Crane Creek.  When straws were drawn to determine the permanent name of the new settlement, the “Melbourne” straw, honoring Hector, was drawn.  “Fountainhead” and “Villa Ridge” were the competing names.  Eight years later, Melbourne was officially incorporated.


Downtown Melbourne grew rapidly.  Its first schoolhouse, which still exists on the campus of the Florida Institute of Technology, was constructed, and its first newspaper, the Indian River News, began publication.  In 1884, William M. Fee, Melbourne’s first doctor, arrived from Niles, Ohio, and opened a hardware company.  Melbourne State Bank, which operated until the Depression, was founded, and Emma Strawbridge of New York commissioned the construction of the Carleton Hotel in downtown Melbourne.  As early as the 1880s, businesses, as well as a post office, opened in small, crowded, wooden stores on Front Street, which rapidly became the first commercial center of Melbourne.  The Melbourne Times, printed on Front Street, succeeded the Indian River News in 1894.  Although the railroad gradually began to draw business away from Front Street toward the present location of downtown Melbourne, the transformation was not complete until 1919, when a fire devastated the business section of Front Street.


In the mid-1880s, the way of life to which the early residents had become accustomed changed forever as Flagler’s railroad arrived in Titusville.  The railroad gradually eliminated commercial steamboat travel and allowed growers of pineapples and oranges to deliver their products to the railroad for sale to northern markets.  Most significantly, it provided easy access to tourists, who had previously reached the county by steamboat along the St. John’s River, and set Brevard on an irreversible path to permanent growth and expansion.  By 1893, the railroad had reached Rockledge and Melbourne, with a terminal on Depot Drive between present day New Haven and Strawbridge Avenues. At the turn of the century, Brevard’s economy remained almost exclusively agricultural; orange and pineapple groves were cultivated, sawmills were operated, and sugar, salt, rice, fishing, and cattle occupied the attention of the county’s early residents.  But the forces of change were in place, and these forces would, in the next quarter century, combine with other causes to dramatically alter the county forever.


Meanwhile, communities on the barrier islands were less advanced.  A settlement of freed slaves in present day Cocoa Beach was destroyed by a hurricane in 1885, and the land was purchased by investors from Cocoa who for 30 years held the land without significant improvement.  The first successful beachside community proved to be Melbourne Beach, where Major Cyrus Graves, a retired Union officer from Boston, Massachusetts, purchased 600 acres from 1883 to 1887.  Major Graves planted a grove of pineapple plants, but the “Big Freeze” of 1894 to 1895 eliminated his crop, together with much of the citrus then produced in Brevard.  Major Graves gradually sold parts of his purchase, and, by 1889, the Melbourne Beach pier was constructed, as well as a push-car railroad along Ocean Avenue, connecting the pier on the west to the ocean on the east.  In the same year, Captain Rufus W. Beaujean built a home near the pier, and began to operate a ferry from Melbourne Beach.  For decades, the ferry was the only means of transportation between Melbourne Beach and the mainland.


In the early years of the twentieth century, Eau Gallie continued to grow, adding new and illustrious residents.  During the Civil War, John B. Castleman had fought for the Confederacy and had even been imprisoned and exiled by the Union as an alleged spy.  After his exile was revoked by President Andrew Johnson, he returned to Kentucky and 30 years later fought for the United States in the Spanish-American War.  Early in the 20th century, Castleman retired to Eau Gallie, where he became a founding member of the Eau Gallie Yacht Club, which was organized in Eau Gallie (and not at its present location across the Indian River) in 1907.  Also emigrating to Eau Gallie was S. Thurston Ballard, the former Lieutenant Governor of Kentucky.  Ballard had been the founder and president of Ballard & Ballard, a company that milled and manufactured flour and flour-based mixes, which was later purchased by the Pillsbury Company.  After Ballard’s death, his widow donated to the public the land on which Ballard Park is now maintained.  Meanwhile, to meet the demand for real estate, William H. Gleason’s sons operated a land office on Highland Avenue, selling parcels of the original Gleason purchase.


Another cause of Eau Gallie’s strong growth in the early twentieth century was the temporary presence of the Kentucky Military Institute.  George F. Paddison, the first Commodore of the Eau Gallie Yacht Club, convinced KMI’s commander to make use of the abandoned Hotel du Nil for the training of cadets during the winter.  In January of 1906, the first cadets arrived in a section of Eau Gallie then known as Sarno.  Each year until 1921, when the facilities burned, about 200 cadets called Eau Gallie home, and many of the cadets’ parents and other military personnel built permanent residences for themselves on Pineapple Avenue and Hyde Park.


The 1910s proved to be a turning point for settlement on the barrier islands.  In 1915, Ernest Kouwen-Hoven, a recent emigrant from Holland, moved to downtown Melbourne, and soon became smitten with the land across the Indian River.  He purchased the land and called it Indialantic-by-the-Sea, foreseeing a beachside resort community connected to the mainland by ferry.  Instead of engaging a ferry, Kouwen-Hoven, to facilitate the sale of residential property, decided in 1919 to build the Causeway Bridge at the site of the present Melbourne Causeway.  Constructed in stages using wood from Kouwen-Hoven’s own sawmills, skeptical Melbourne residents concluded that the bridge would never be completed, and referred to it derisively as “Kouwen-Hoven’s Folly.”  In 1921, however, the bridge—16 feet wide, and, with the exception of a hand-operated steel draw, composed entirely of wood—opened for traffic.  Kouwen-Hoven collected a 10-cent toll from each vehicle, while enforcing a 10 mile-per-hour speed limit.


True to Kouwen-Hoven’s dream, Indialantic-by-the-Sea became, at least during the Land Boom, a luxury beachside resort.  The Indialantic Hotel (later called the Tradewinds Hotel), was located on Shannon Avenue and, together with a golf course, projected a luxurious ambiance.  The Indialantic Casino, a recreational facility located by the beach at the east end of Fifth Avenue, welcomed tourists with its saltwater pool and elegant shopping areas, while shipments of rum defied Prohibition and arrived covertly on the shores of the new town.  The good times did not last long.  The Land Boom ended within three years after the Indialantic Casino first opened, and development of the new town came to a halt.  Property values sank and did not return to former levels until a quarter century later, when, to accommodate commuters who lived on the mainland but worked on space and military installations on the island, the Causeway Bridge was replaced by a concrete and steel bridge in 1947.  Encouraged by the ease of travel, many of these commuters settled permanently in Indialantic and its environs.


At the same time that Indialantic-by-the-Sea was first founded, Cocoa Beach was organized.  In 1915, attorney Gus C. Edwards, at the urging of a client and prominent Cocoa resident, relocated from Clarkesville, Georgia, to Cocoa, and accepted the position of city attorney.  Edwards purchased the land which now forms Cocoa Beach, and gradually made it accessible.  In 1917, as city attorney of Cocoa, he arranged a bond issuance to finance construction of the Indian River Bridge, Brevard’s first bridge across the Indian River (now part of the Merritt Island Causeway), connecting Cocoa to Merritt Island.  In 1923, he completed the project a few miles to the south by adding the Banana River Bridge between Merritt Island and Cocoa Beach at present day Minutemen Causeway.  With access to his future city secured, in the midst of the Land Boom, Edwards resigned as city attorney of Cocoa and abandoned his law practice to develop the town he envisioned.


Edwards instantly went to work, securing corporate status for the town, naming it Cocoa Beach, and serving as its first mayor from 1925 to 1931.  He also established electric power, bought and sold innumerable parcels, drained the land, built a community church, and donated a park.  The Cocoa Beach Casino, with a 300-foot boardwalk, was built at the east end of Minutemen Causeway, and automobiles were allowed on the beaches, creating the allure of a beach paradise.  Edwards’ efforts to organize Cocoa Beach earned him the title “The One Man Chamber of Commerce,” and the infrastructure he established paved the way for the eventual commissioning of the Banana River Naval Air Station in 1940.


As communities both on the mainland and the beaches continued to grow during the Land Boom, the need for a system of roads and bridges became pressing.  Between 1920 and 1927, the number of vehicles registered in Brevard skyrocketed from 749 to 6,000, and the rate of tourism also continued to increase.  The Dixie Highway, which had arrived in Brevard in the 1910s, was widened and paved, and the Cheney Highway, which connects Orlando and Titusville, was opened to traffic on a year-round basis.  The Indian River Bridge was completed in 1917, the precursor to the Melbourne Causeway followed in 1921, and the first bridge at the present site of the Eau Gallie Causeway opened to traffic in 1926, with a sand path extending across the island to the beach.  The bridges frequently caught fire, as fishermen’s kerosene lamps ignited the wooden structures, and it is said that the frequency of fires on the Eau Gallie Bridge led to the resignation of Fire Chief Joe Wickham. 


The end of the Land Boom brought development in Brevard to a sudden though temporary end.  On July 27, 1926, the Nassau Hurricane struck Brevard, uprooting citrus trees and damaging the Cocoa Beach Casino’s boardwalk.  This hurricane, only a Category 2 storm, preceded the 1926 Miami hurricane by two months.  The creation of new coastal communities stalled, and the Great Depression delayed the county’s further progress.  Like the rest of the country, Brevard was rescued from the Depression by World War II.


In 1938, the Hepburn Board, established by federal legislation to consider the need for additional naval air bases on America’s coasts, recommended the establishment of a base in Brevard.  Residents and local governments instantly supported the recommendation and lobbied the Board and Congress for final approval.  In 1939, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed the necessary legislation, and construction of the Banana River Naval Air Station, at the present site of Patrick Air Force Base, began almost immediately.  When German U-boats sunk the tanker Pan Massachusetts off the coast of Brevard on February 19, 1942, military personnel at NAS Banana River began conducting anti-submarine patrols, search and rescue missions, and bombing runs, and the base served temporarily to house German prisoners of war.  In 1942, Brevard added a second military base at the site of the Melbourne-Eau Gallie Municipal Airport, which had opened its doors only one year earlier, and what is now the Melbourne International Airport was converted into the Melbourne Naval Air Station.  In three and one-half years, about 2,200 fighter pilots trained at NAS Melbourne in F4F Wildcats and F6F Hellcats, and 63 pilots died in accidents in the air.


NAS Melbourne closed in 1946, and, in 1947, NAS Banana River was decommissioned as well.  The bases had not only revived Brevard’s economy, but they also dramatically increased its population, as many of those who served in Brevard during World War II either remained in or returned to Brevard as permanent residents.  Between 1940 and 1950, the population of Brevard increased from 16,142 to 23,653.  Perhaps still more importantly, the presence of the bases spurred the development of the infrastructure that would be critical to the future space program.  Federal, state, and local governments contributed to pave roads and construct new bridges both to support and to promote new growth.


In October of 1946, the Joint Research and Development Board, operating under the Joint Chiefs of Staff, formed the Committee on the Long Range Proving Ground to select a site for missile testing by the United States military.  When the committee recommended El Centro, California, and the President of Mexico objected to missile flights over the Baja region, Cape Canaveral was chosen instead.  In 1949, President Harry S Truman formally approved the creation of the Joint Long Range Proving Ground, and NAS Banana River was reactivated as part of the project.  Temporarily renamed the Long Range Proving Ground Base, NAS Banana River was rechristened Patrick Air Force Base in 1950.  During the 1950s, thousands of missile were launched from Cape Canaveral, and the population of Brevard exploded from 23,653 in 1950 to 111,435 in 1960.  Two new cities—Indian Harbour Beach and Satellite Beach—were incorporated in 1955 and 1957, respectively, to meet the demand for residential housing near the base.


In 1958, when the National Aeronautic and Space Administration (NASA) was formed, Brevard was the obvious choice.  Not only was Brevard the site of the Long Range Proving Ground, but it was the scientifically optimal location to launch rockets.  Due to the earth’s rotation, rockets realize the greatest centrifugal force—force away from the earth—when launched eastward from a point near the equator.  In time, the space program and Brevard’s military operations attracted large private employers as well, drawing defense contractors to Brevard.  In 1967, Radiation, Inc., a small electronics manufacturer which began its operations in 1950 at the former NAS Melbourne, was acquired by Harris-Intertype Corporation.  Renamed Harris Corporation in 1974, the company relocated its headquarters to Melbourne in 1978.


Today, Brevard boasts over 530,000 residents.  Its history shows a strong military influence, from its first permanent settlements after the Second Seminole War, to the retirement of Civil War veterans to Brevard, to the temporary presence of the Kentucky Military Institute, to the World War II era naval bases.  While the technology and aerospace industries and Patrick Air Force Base now provide many of the county’s jobs, its economy has, in recent times, greatly diversified, with the proliferation of health care and other high-class service-sector employers.  Ron Jon Surf Shop and minor league baseball add a recreational element to an ever-growing county.  The town of Viera has lately been established, and the population of Palm Bay alone now exceeds 100,000.

In his farewell address, President Ronald Reagan warned against the “erosion of the American spirit” and recommended “more attention to American history and a greater emphasis on civic ritual.”  Reagan knew the power of history to inspire pride and patriotism in future generations.  While Reagan spoke of national pride and national history, the same principle can be applied to the history of our own local communities.  A knowledge of local history tends to inspire pride in its residents and increases the value they place on their community.  It also illustrates the genius of American federalism, which does not place exclusive faith—and exclusive power—in a single, national government, but which leaves to local communities the direction of their own affairs.  Our own history in Brevard justifies our nation’s historic confidence in local self-government, and shows how private individuals with vision, energy, and determination can, in ways great and small, influence the course of history.
