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It’s been almost eight years since President George W. Bush took home an election that some Americans still think of as “stolen.” In the fourth part of our Buying of the President series, the Center for Public Integrity investigates how campaigns can manipulate electoral results. I’m Bill Buzenberg, the Center’s executive director.
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In close elections, campaigns have ways of getting around the “one person, one vote” principle. For most of American history, the strategy was to add to a candidate’s ballot count by any means necessary.
SS: Historically, the activities have ranged from voters voting multiple times in different locations to give their candidate a boost, to phonying up ballot counts, to voting dead people, to falsifying absentee ballots. 

Journalist Susan Stranahan covered election fraud for the Center for Public Integrity’s Buying of the President 2008 project. She says that modern elections are stolen by preventing voters from casting ballots. 
SS: More recently, there have been allegations that elections have been quote-unquote stolen by preventing voters from casting their ballots, to not counting votes cast, or even intimidating voters from choosing the candidates of their choice.
In 2000, these allegations centered on vote counting and faulty ballot design in florida. In 2004, accusations of voter suppression grew from reports of long lines at minority precincts. This year, laws meant to root out voter fraud are attracting the most attention. 
SS: Indiana enacted what is regarded as the most restrictive voter identification law in the country, which requires photo identification. Earlier this year the Supreme Court upheld that law, saying the requirement was not burdensome. But the court was deeply divided on the issue, in terms of its logic. 
Almost no one who studies election fraud can say just how big a problem it is. In Washington, the Office of Civil Rights recently held a hearing about voter fraud. One commissioner asked for hard numbers about voter fraud from William Welch, a Justice Department official. He didn’t have any. When asked about extent of election fraud schemes that don’t come to light, Welch replied:
WW: It is extremely difficult to quantify or give an estimate on what the scope is…
And non-citizen voting?

WW: “I really cannot give you an estimate of how small or how large it is.”

This information vacuum is one reason why arguments about election fraud quickly become polarized, partisan arguments. 
One of the difficulties of preventing election fraud is that no one can predict when or where it might happen. There’s a special premium on having this election go smoothly. Historically, election manipulation has had racial overtones, and with Barack Obama as the first African-American presidential candidate, any allegations of fraud would cut especially deep.
One Democratic commissioner at the Office of Civil Rights hearing, Michael Yaki, spoke to this sentiment:
MY: If there is any doubt, if there is any issue of barriers to voting by African-Americans in this country in this election, this nation will have extreme difficulties dealing with that in its aftermath. . . .  “We’ve gotta get it right. Democratic, Republican, liberal, conservative, left, right, independent, whatever – we’ve got to get it right this time.

For the Center for Public Integrity, I’m Bill Buzenberg.
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For more on this story, and to read the rest of our series, visit our website at publicintegrity.org. Sarah Laskow is the producer for this podcast series.
