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Florida governor Jeb Bush promised his older brother, Texas governor and Republican 
presidential candidate George W., that he would deliver his state’s crucial 25 electoral votes on a 
silver platter on Election Day.  Seven days later, with W. and his Democratic opponent, Vice 
President Al Gore, playing an exhausting game of Electoral College Monopoly with the three 
states that are too close to call, including Florida, the country and the world are holding their 
breath while lawyers wrangle in numerous courts to determine whether Jeb can keep his word.  
The answer may hinge on the hundreds of federal and state Voting Rights Act violations alleged 
by Florida’s black citizens.

Phone calls to civil rights organizations began coming in from all over Florida well before polls 
closed at 7 p.m. on November 7th.  Although specifics varied somewhat, the theme was the same: 
black voters were having difficulty casting ballots.  The number and severity of the complaints 
was so troublesome that two organizations–the National Association for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) and the People For the American Way (PFAW)–dispatched 
investigators and lawyers from their respective Baltimore and Washington, D.C. headquarters to 
Miami the next morning.  Among others making the trip were NAACP President and CEO 
Kweisi Mfume; NAACP General Counsel Dennis Hayes; PFAW President Ralph Neas; PFAW 
Vice President and General Counsel Elliot Mincberg; PFAW Board Member Carole Shields, and; 
PFAW Senior Policy Analyst Peter Montgomery.  The appearance of Mfume and Neas, two big 
guns of the civil rights community, signaled that there was serious mischief afoot.

Running point for the PFAW in Miami is well-known civil rights activist and LGBT organizer 
Mandy Carter who has spent the last several months as campaign manager for “Arrive With 
Five,” a co-venture between PFAW and the Florida NAACP through the African American 
Ministers’ Leadership Council.  “Ever since the campaign was over we’ve been here at the 
Arrive With Five office fielding a lot of these voter complaints, taking forms and filling them 
out...running around to all these different events–there’s a rally here, there’s a hearing there–
running around helping all the people who are converging [on Miami].”  

In addition to the NAACP and PFAW, representatives from the American Civil Liberties Union 
(ACLU), the Democratic National Committee (DNC) and the Rainbow Coalition are also in 
Miami to gather information about voting irregularities that have appeared across the Sunshine 
State.  The irregularities fall into three categories: mistakes made in the voting booth allegedly 
due to a confusing ballot in Palm Beach County; inaccurate tallies due to machine errors in 
reading punch card ballots, and; alleged violations of the federal Voting Rights Act of 1965 
(VRA) and its amendments as well as the equivalent sections of the Florida Statutes.  

The DNC, led by former Secretary of State Warren Christopher and Gore Campaign Chairman 



Bill Daley, have focused primarily on irregularities stemming from machine ballot counts and 
problems with confusing ballots in liberal, largely Jewish Palm Beach County that resulted in a 
suspiciously high number of votes for ultra-conservative Reform Party presidential nominee Pat 
Buchanan.  The ACLU seems to be keeping a very low profile while monitoring events on all 
fronts.  The Rev. Jesse Jackson and his Rainbow Coalition have made their presence felt in two 
rallies held in support of a re-vote in Palm Beach County.  People For the American Way has 
been active on two fronts: organizing in support of a Palm Beach County re-vote, and; collecting 
data about widespread violations of the VRA.  This latter function has been spearheaded by the 
NAACP and is that group’s primary focus of inquiry.

The NAACP and PFAW held a joint hearing chaired by Mfume on possible VRA violations 
Saturday afternoon and broadcast on C-SPAN last Sunday.  Joining the NAACP president was 
PFAW President Neas; NAACP Vice President and General Counsel Dennis Hayes; Barbara 
Arnwine, executive director of Washington-based Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under 
Law, and; Penda Hair, co-director of the Washington- and Los Angeles-based Advancement 
Project, who also testified.  In opening remarks, Mfume stated, “At the National Association for 
the Advancement of Colored People, we believe that colored people come in all colors.  And as 
such, we are concerned about all of the allegations and all of the alleged irregularities that have 
come into our office from all sorts of people throughout the state who, in fact, want the 
opportunity to be heard.”

For six hours, testimony was given by pairs of witnesses sitting perpendicular to the committee 
table.  The first witness was Thomasina Williams, a Miami area attorney with a practice in voting 
rights and employment discrimination law.  Williams explained the applicable Florida statutes 
dealing with the election process.  Of particular interest were the provisions describing the form 
of ballots and the process for correcting mistakes made in the voting booth.  Both of these areas 
are relevant to Palm Beach County voters, many of whom voted for Pat Buchanan while 
intending to vote for Al Gore.

Hair’s testimony helped put both the Voting Rights Act of 1965 and its violations into historic 
context.  She began by saying, “Our country faces mounting evidence that large numbers of 
qualified voters in Florida were denied the right to vote, were denied the right to cast a 
meaningful vote and have it counted and were harassed and intimidated by officers of the State 
or local government in efforts to prevent them from voting.”  Hair, who teaches civil rights, 
women’s and tax law at Columbia University went on to explain that although the 15th 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution and the VRA guarantee the franchise to blacks, voting 
rights violations still happen.  She noted that she tried her first rights case in 1985 and that the 
NAACP Legal Defense Fund was forced to file suits across the South in the mid-1980s simply so 
blacks could be registered to vote.  Especially interesting was the revelation that through the 
early 1990s, even as far North as New Jersey, uniformed state troopers were frequently hired to 
stand at polling places in predominantly black areas to interrogate and intimidate voters.

Later witnesses told compelling and often poignant stories of their attempts to vote.  One young 



African American mother related how she’d discussed the election with her 5-year old son in the 
weeks prior to Election Day.  She picked him up from school and they went together to their 
assigned polling place where the son planned to help his mother fill out the ballot.  Instead, they 
were told by a polling worker that the mother’s name was not on her list of registered voters and, 
therefore, she could not vote.  The boy, unable to hide his very adult frustration, cried all the way  
home.  His mother, who had tried to instill in him a sense of responsible citizenship, instead 
could not shield her son from the stings of racism.

Four students from Florida A&M, a historically black university in Tallahassee, testified that they 
had all registered to vote over the Internet.  This was the first election for all of them.  However, 
when they appeared at their polling place, their names were mysteriously missing from the list of 
registered voters as well.  From other testimony, it appears that this was a common occurrence.  
Some voters were able to persuade poll workers to call for verification of registration.  A few of 
the phone calls even got through and they were allowed to vote.  But for many, there was no 
opportunity for redress.  They were summarily turned away by poll workers.

Adora Nweze is a black woman and president of the Florida NAACP.  Even she was not immune 
to discrimination at the polls.  She had earlier applied for an absentee ballot but never received it 
and went to her normal polling place on Election Day.  A poll worker looked her up and told her 
she could not vote because she had already voted by absentee ballot.  Although Nweze explained 
that she had never received the ballot, the poll worker still refused to allow her to vote.  After 
much heated discussion, Nweze was given a “challenge ballot,” which allowed her to vote 
provisionally until her eligibility could be verified.  Nevertheless, her experiences left her to 
wonder what would have happened if she did not have the time or fortitude to be insistent.

A particularly heart-wrenching story was told by Stacy Powers, a white woman who produces 
the popular Tom Joyner Show.  The show had a massive voter registration drive in the weeks 
leading up to the election.  As part of the promotion, the show gave out t-shirts to people who 
subsequently voted and were spotted as Powers drove to various polling places in the show’s 
van.  At one such polling place, she stopped and had a conversation with a disabled, 67-year old 
black man who had registered through the show and voted for the first time in his life.  Powers 
reported that the gentleman had never voted because he never thought his vote would count.  He 
was proud to have done so this time.

As the man walked away and Powers drove down the street in her van, she saw several police 
officers rush the old man.  He tried to explain to them that he’d just come from voting.  They 
wouldn’t listen and began to physically threaten him.  Powers stopped and tried to help, but was 
told by an officer with a menacing stare that she should not interfere.  Powers was a police 
officer for six years prior to becoming a radio producer.  She drove away frightened for her life  
and broke down in tears as she recalled these events for the hearing committee.

Witness testimony revealed far too many instances of voting mishaps over too wide an area to 
simply dismiss as coincidence.  Several counties in the state are already under the watchful eyes 



of federal district courts because of their long history of egregious voting booth shenanigans, but 
there are suspicions within the civil rights community that this year was particularly awful. There 
is no way to accurately state how exactly how many complaints of irregularities have been filed 
in this election cycle because there are several groups taking statements.  Carter acknowledges 
that there are at least several hundred as of this writing and more coming in every hour.  The 
joint hearing helped develop a record which will be reviewed by the NAACP’s attorneys and 
then turned over to the Justice Department.  Assuming there is any action at all, it will come too 
late to correct the injustices suffered on November 7th.   One of those injustices may be lead to 
George W. Bush becoming the next occupant of the White House thanks to the hundreds of black 
Florida citizens who were denied their right to vote.  In that instance, one must wonder whether a 
George W. administration would interested in justice at all.


