Carter-Ford Report, 2001

page 40

Full report is at http://www.tcf.org/Publications/ElectionReform/99_full_report.pdf
The full report contains footnotes which were no included in this exerpt.

Election Day Holiday

One way of addressing the shortage of accessible polling places, low voter turnout,

and the challenge of recruiting poll workers is to move or redefine Election Day.

There are calls to establish a national holiday on Election Day. Others have suggested

turning Election Day into an Election Weekend or opening the polls for much

longer portions of the day. However, many local jurisdictions already have difficulty

finding qualified poll workers to staff current polling hours. There is also little evidence

that longer hours would have much effect on voter turnout.

The idea of a national holiday is better founded. It would help working people vote

without having to hire poll workers to staff added or longer shifts. Skeptics counter

that many Americans will find other things to do with a holiday than go to the

polls. Some election administrators who have experience with local elections held

on weekends observe no particular benefit in voter turnout. Putting aside those

clashing speculations about turnout, a holiday has other advantages for election

administration. More public buildings, especially schools, would be available for use

as polling places.  More, and better trained, poll workers might be available to

staff polling places. Several encouraging programs have been created around the

nation to engage civic-minded high school and college students to work at the polls

on Election Day and a holiday from classes may release more students into the pool

of potential candidates. Notably, at our Ann Arbor hearing we heard testimony
from Congressman Steny Hoyer about his proposed ‘Help America Vote’ (HAV).

HAV will make money available to colleges and universities across the United States

to recruit and train students to be poll workers, helping to solve the poll worker

shortage and, at the same time, helping to spark young people’s interest and participation

in elections. Similarly the nonpartisan effort to create a Youth Voter Corps is

a promising idea for how to encourage and train school and election administrators

to recruit and energize high school students as poll workers and poll watchers.

True, national holidays are very expensive, mainly to employers.   But these

employers have already assumed the cost of a national holiday every year during

the second week of November—Veterans Day. That leads us to an idea with

considerable civic virtue as well as practical merit.

_ _ Policy Recommendation _ _ _

Congress should enact legislation to hold presidential and

congressional elections on a national holiday.

1. Holding national elections on a national holiday will increase availability of poll

workers and suitable polling places and might make voting easier for some workers.

2. One approach, which this Commission favors, would be to specify that in even-numbered years the Veterans Day national holiday be held on the Tuesday next after the first Monday in November and serve also as our Election Day.

Veterans Day honors those who have served in the armed forces and those who

died in the service of this country. It originated as Armistice Day, set aside to

commemorate the end of the First World War on November 11, 1918. After World

War II it became a day of tribute to the veterans and those who lost their lives in

that conflict as well. In 1954, after the Korean War, the date was officially designated

as Veterans Day to honor those who served in all the nation’s wars.35 After being

moved into October for several years, Veterans Day was moved back to November 11,

but is generally observed on the second Monday of November.

Could Congress establish a national holiday on which elections were held? The

Constitution grants Congress the power to set the date of congressional elections and

the time at which presidential electors are chosen. A federal statute now places

Election Day on the “Tuesday next after the first Monday in November.”   And it

would be a reasonable corollary to this power for Congress to declare Election

Day a national holiday.

Whenever this proposal is mentioned, politicians tell us, almost as a reflex, that

veterans groups may not like it. Certainly veterans groups will have a decisive say in

any adjustment in the Veterans Day national holiday, and well they should. But

such an automatic assumption about their views may underestimate the people who

lead these groups, and the men and women who belong to them. Starting with

our chairmen, we understand the perspectives of veterans. Gerald Ford is a combat

veteran who served with the Navy in the Pacific Theater in World War II. Jimmy

Carter is a graduate of Annapolis who served as a naval officer from 1946 to 1953.

Bob Michel is a decorated combat veteran who served with the Army in the

European Theater in World War II. Lloyd Cutler served during that conflict as well.

So we would not endorse any idea that would dilute the significance of Veterans

Day, and what it represents.

For many Americans, Veterans Day is a day for ceremony and remembrance, ceremonies

often held at the gravesites of soldiers, sailors, and airmen. That is fitting. We reflected

on the notion of holding the supreme national exercise of our freedom on the day

we honor those who preserved it. On reflection, we found something very fitting

about that too. There is time enough to do both these things, once every two years.

Perhaps some veterans organizations may even encourage some of their members to

serve again, at the nation’s polling places, as one way to start or finish this day. We

certainly hope that the private sector will permit and even encourage their employees

to volunteer in this way. Many businesses are already setting a good example.
