What if voting were like jury duty? By Brian Dickerson August 24, 2014
Brian Dickerson imagines what it would be like if elections were decided by juries, just like trials are. 
EDITOR’S NOTE: Frustrated by plummeting voter participation in local elections, the City of Hillington Farms recently revised its charter to allow for “election by jury,” in which a representative pool of Hillington Farms voters are seated as municipal electors and asked to chose a mayor after hearing both candidates make their cases for election.
Free Press columnist Brian Dickerson was among the first 60 Hillington Farms residents summoned for electoral jury duty, and he filed this report:
The judge’s clerk began the roll call promptly at 8:30. Remarkably, all 60 of those summoned were present.

Over the course of the morning, I learned that more than half of those present had not voted in any of Hillington Farms’ last three mayoral elections. But the prospect of being jailed and/or fined for ignoring the court’s summons to electoral jury service somehow ignited their sense of civic obligation.

The judge began by introducing the mayoral candidates, Smith and Jones, and asking whether any of us had had personal relationships with either candidate. She excused two women who were related to Jones and a plastic surgeon who had been sued by Smith’s daughter-in-law.

Then the judge began interviewing us one by one, explaining that each candidate would have the opportunity to strike up to 12 of us from the electoral jury without giving a reason. Besides asking how old we were, where we lived and what we did for a living, she wanted to know whether we lived alone, what TV programs we liked to watch, and how often we had voted in the past 10 years.

After conferring with both candidates, the judge called out the names of 40 of the remaining jurors and told them that they were free to leave. Those excused included three of the five retirees in the pool, two teachers, a mother who home-schooled her four children and a probate attorney.

By midafternoon, the original herd of 60 had been culled to six men and six women, including a medical technician, an engineering student, a retired human relations executive, a woman who walked dogs for a living, a man who worked for an extermination company and me.

Showtime

The three-day trial ricocheted between glowing testimonials by the candidates’ supporters and contentious cross-examinations in which Jones and Smith traded accusations and questioned each others’ motives and records.

Jones answered questions about abortion and Obamacare, his role in an unsuccessful tapas restaurant, and a child support dispute with the first of his two ex-wives. He asked Smith about public employee pensions, his family’s real estate holdings, and his babysitter’s immigration status.

The judge often appeared to be stifling a yawn, but rarely interrupted the candidates or ruled either of their questions out of order.

When both candidates had made closing statements, the judge dispatched us to deliberate and told us our job would be finished as soon as at least eight of us had agreed on a candidate. She gave us a 60-minute DVD loaded with 30 minutes of advertising produced by each candidate and said we could play it as often as we wanted, but I don’t think anyone ever took it out of its case.

Coming up short

The election nearly ended on our first anonymous ballot, with Smith getting seven votes (including mine), to Jones’ five. But by the second ballot, two of Smith’s supporters had switched their allegiance to Jones, and after another hour of discussion I was one of just three voters who continued to favor Smith.

I was angry with the people who had put Jones over the top. They’d seen the same evidence I had, but somehow reached a different conclusion about the two candidates’ qualifications. I wondered how long I would have stuck to my guns if the rules had required a unanimous vote.

Back in the courtroom, I was eager to explain why I continued to believe Smith was the superior candidate for mayor. But the judge asked only that each of us say whether the 8-4 vote in Jones’ favor had been accurately recorded. I agreed with the others that it had, and the judge thanked us for our service and assured us that we would receive the modest stipend for our services within the week.

As I headed to the parking lot, I saw Jones accepting congratulations from supporters on the courthouse steps to my right. Half a block away, I encountered Smith at the center of a smaller group, extended my hand and offered him my condolences.

“You fought the good fight,” I said cheerfully. “Now what?”

Smith smiled ruefully at the pavement. “This is America,” he said. “There’s really only one thing I can do now.”

“You mean accept the jury’s verdict gracefully?” I ventured.

Smith shot me a look, taken aback at my response.

“No,” he said, “I mean file an appeal.”
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