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commentary
from other pens...

Exit polls valuable aid,
not great crystal ball

By Will Lester

Associated Press Writer

MONTREAL (AP) — Exit polling remainsaval uable tool for pre-
viewing results before votes are counted, but last year’s presidential
election provided areminder that there’ sno suchthingasacrystal ball.

Thepollsthat have become acentral part of American electionsare
undergoinganoverhaul, andjournalistsarere-examining how they will
usethosepolls.

Pollsters had their image sullied a bit after the election fiasco and
they’ reworking to restore thetrust in Voter News Service, the organi-
zation that conducts exit polls.

“We' ve been so successful at projecting it's easy to forget they are
projections,” VNS editorial director Murray Edelman told ameeting
of pollsters Thursday night. “ If weweren’t so trusted, it would not be
such abig deal whenwewerewrong. | don’t think we' regoingtobeso
trusted for awhile.”

Theoverhaul wasamajor discussion at the pollsters' gathering.

VNSisapolling consortiumfundedby ABC, CBS, CNN, Fox, NBC
and The Associated Press. Created in 1990, it provides polling infor-
mation to the organi zations, which interpret the dataindependently.

On election night Nov. 7, all six VNS membersinitialy projected
that Al Gorehadwon Florida, akey towinningthepresidency. Thenews
organizationslater said Floridawas* tooclosetocall,” but early onNov.
8, five VNS membersdeclared GeorgeW. Bush thewinner in Florida.
TheAPwasthe only one not to declare Bush thewinner on Nov. 8.

Those who run VNS are overhauling how exit polls are conducted
and used. Pollsters attending the annual meeting of theAmericanAs-
sociationfor Public Opinion Research got apreview of thestepsbeing
considered by VNS and by thejournalistswho rely on the exit polls.

Edelman noted VNS has had agood record over theyears— a99.8
percent success rate. And he outlined some of the factors behind the
faulty exit poll projection that led to the Gorecall.

He said the absentee voteleaned more toward Republicansthan an-
ticipated. And hesaid several other polling error factorsleaned toward
Gore, giving theillusion the Democrat had asubstantial lead and was
positioned to win the state handily.

“Thiswasatruly extraordinary situation,” Edelman told the meet-
ing. “Thebad luck isit happened in an extraordinarily closerace.

“But it also showed us there were some real problemsin asystem
that has served uswell over theyears.”

Amongthemany targetsforimprovement for VNScited by Edelman:

—Increase the amount of datacollected, especially in closeraces.

—Do abetter job of anticipating tabulation errors.

—Givee ectionsanalystsbetter accessto the history of what'sbeen
reported through the night in close states and counties.

KathleenFrankovic, director of surveysat CBSNews, told how jour-
nalists are examining changes to improve the conducting and use of
exit polls. VNS members agree no state should be called when any
polling placesin that state remain open.

Other suggestionsbeing considered by someV NSmembersinclude:

—Setting tougher standardsfor whento call astate.

—Consider prohibiting projections of extremely closeraces.

—Providebetter explanationsof exit pollsand projectionsusingthem.

—Push for uniform poll closing times around the country.

—Providemoreinformationfromall sourcestothosemakingthecalls.

Frankovic said they have been scrambling to provide fast and accu-
rateresultsfor morethan 150years, and competitionisgoingto continue.

Edelman had acaution for all who rely on exit polls.

“* Statisticsisascience of controlling risks, not avoiding them,”” he
said. " If youwanttoavoidrisks, youwait until all thevotesarecounted.
...Andif youreally want toavoidrisks, youwait until they’ reofficial.”

EDITOR SNOTE —WII Lester coverspolling and politicsfor The
Associated Press.
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WASHINGTON —Inthe6thcentury B.C., the
men of Athenswould vote annually on whom to
ostracize, tobanish, fromthecountry for 10years.

Why? Because people get sick and tired of the
same big shots always having their namesin the
buzz. Just likewehated thesameguysawaysrun-
ning for student office back in high school and
college, we despise seeing the same grown-up
politiciansalwaystrying to grab thelimelight.

TheAthenian ritual of ostracism wasaway to
rid the capital of someone who had gotten too
popular, too dangerous, too ambitious or smply
tooin-your-face.

Washingtonenforcesasimilar system. If youget
your head too far above acertain linein thiscity
andkeepittherefor toolong, thepeopleherehave
away of loppingit off. Thereisafinite supply of
fameand celebrity, and peopleof thiscapital, like
their counterparts of ancient Athens, don’t liketo
seesomeonetryingtohogit all. That goesdouble
for newcomers.

The Clintons never understood that. Bill and
Hillary wereinthepaper andon TV every timeyou
looked. They were the prom king and the prom
gueen, presiding forever at the edge of the dance
floor for all to see.

And people here hated it.

George and Laura Bush must have noticed.
Sincetakingoffice, thenew presidentandfirstlady
haverationed their publicity asif they were shar-
ing the last canteen on the lifeboat.

How doesan American president runthe coun-
try without putting hisfacein our faces? Theway

chris
matthews

® commentary

Dwight Eisenhower did: operatingthrougha* hid-
den hand,” as Princeton’s Fred Greenstein de-
scribed Eisenhower’s approach of delegating the
big jobsand the big publicity to astrong Cabinet;
and by refusing to deal in personalities.

That's exactly how Bush has done it. He had
ColinPowell get the EP 3 crewmen home, thenhe
got Don Rumsfeld to say wewereright oncethey
werehome. Rather thangreet thereturning A meri-
cans, he again left the honor to others.

CanyouimagineBill Clinton passingup sucha
fat meal of “1 feel your joy” mediacoverage? The
only time helet acabinet secretary grab credit for
something was when he let Janet Reno roast in
public after Waco.

Bush has followed Ike's lead not to engage in
personalities, by avoidingfights— Reaganvs. Tip,
Clintonvs. Gingrich—whichconstituteasurefire
claim to national media attention. It'saso areli-
able, reader-friendly story line. Bush hasdoneev-
erythinghecantoavoidapublicfeud. He'scozied
uptoTed Kennedy and California’ sGeorgeMiller
ontheeducation bill theway Ikedid with Lyndon
Johnson and Sam Rayburn on domestic issueson
which Democrats held the edge. He's succeeded,

mote control president

sofar, instayingabovethehardbattle JohnMcCain
iswaging on campaign reform.

Mary Matalin, aWhite House aide with a sense
of history, defends the Bush's hidden-hand presi-
dential style:

“The upshot of having ... astrong Cabinet with
the kind of leader that he s, is that the whole i<
greater than the sum of the parts. It's an efficient
place. You show up ontime. You makeyour points
precisely, and you get done on time. Thisisnot &
White House about meandering, and pizzaparties,
and staying lateto show off. It’sabout getting your
work doneand doingitinaway that you’ reaccount-
ablefor and you' re advancing the agenda.”

Thedanger for Bushisthat hiscold, remotestyle
of leadership will deny him the necessary public
support when times get tough. President
Eisenhower wasanAmericanherowhen heentered
office. He had become that by leading the alied
forcesin Europe during World War I1.

George W. Bush has no such claim to fame. He
lacksthe cushion of affectionthat wegaveforever
to the man who received the Nazi surrender. By
keeping hisdistancefrom us, by refusing to warm
himself to the national embrace, this man from
Texas has staked his personal success on those of
hisenergy andeconomicpolicies. If they fail, sowill
he.

Chris Matthews, chief of the San Francisco
Examiner’s Washington Bureau, is host of
“Hardball” onCNBCand MSNBC cablechannels.
The 1999 edition of “ Hardball” was published by
Touchstone Books.

| believe farming has a future

“1 believein thefuture of farming, with afaith
bornnot of wordsbut of deeds- achievementswon
by the present and past generations of farmers; in
the promise of better days through better ways,
even asthebetter thingswenow enjoy havecome
up to usfromthe strugglesof former years.”

These powerful words were written by E. M.
Tiffany and form the opening paragraph of the
Creed of the Future Farmers of America (FFA)
organization. | first heard them 40 yearsago asa
14-year-old freshmanin high school.

| still believeinthefutureof farming, though!’m
acutely aware of the current challenges. The 90s
weregoodfortheoverall U.S. economy, but tough
on agricultural producers.

Forthepast40years, I velived andwatched the
challengesof farmersandranchers. Thegoinghas
gotten tough and only thetough are till going.

Asayoung man, | plannedtoliveonthefamily
farm. However, costsincreased, pricesfluctuated,
debt grew and | grew disillusioned. My mother,
who had been responsible for the farm since dad
died, decidedtosell. A neighbor madean offer that
would clear the debt and all ow my mother to pur-
chase amodest house and a dependable car. For
her, it wasagreat relief.

| went to work in Chicago - 450 milesfromthe
farm- andlight yearsaway fromtheculture. The
people | worked with couldn’t tell a“Model 70"
froma"“ Super M” and didn’t know aplow froma
planter. They thought food came from agrocery
store.

All throughtheyears, I’ ve stayed intouch with
my roots. I’'m not “onthefarm” but | am still “of
thefarm.” And today, farmers and ranchers still
have my greatest respect.

Do abortions

Tothe Editor:

A homely, humpbacked dwarf married apretty
retarded mermaid, claiming“we' |l havekidswith
my brains and thy beauty,” but their progeny got
his“4-F" physique and her intellectual impair-
ment.)

If there were no abortions, is there a need for
clones? What if they cloned Billy Graham....
(Oops) ...got Bill Clinton, or alitter of 15 or so?
(A gd instead of aguy), who payethfor therejects?

Socialism spawns moral decay! Depriving
people of their personal obligation and challenge
to provide, their necessities, food, clothing, shel-
ter, anusement istop priority. Any viceischance
for excitement and thrill, believing the socialist/
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Some continuing trends

1) Fewer producersrequired. Today only two
percent of theU.S. workforceiscommitted to ag-
ricultureproduction. Fewer farmersandranchers
arefeedingmorepeople. And, weall arebeingfed
for less, with more convenience.

2) Value-added foods. Inthe 1950s, 47 percent
of the consumer’sfood dollar bought raw materi-
alsor products. Today only 23 percent of thefood
dollar isproduct.

Theremaining 77 percent isvalue added pack-
aging and services. The consumer today wants,
and will pay for labor savings and convenience.
They want their chicken cut up, skinned and ready
tobake. They want their vegetabl escleaned, sea-
soned and ready in minutes. They want finished
entréeswith al thetrimmingsand they may even
chooseto pick upthewholemeal ontheway home
fromwork.

3) Lower cost of food. While most consumers
assumethat groceriescost moretoday, it’snot true.
U.S. consumer spendingonfood hasdroppedfrom
16.9 percent of disposableincomein 1960toonly
10.7 percent today. Today’sfood buyer isgetting
morefor less.

Challengesand opportunities

Asweenter the21st century, our farmers, ranch-
ersand agri-businessownersarefacing somecriti-

beget clones?

from our
readers

® to the editor

communist lie(thereisno need of God), they have
no hope, no faith! “But without faith, itisimpos-
sibletopleasehim, for hethat comethto God, must
believethat heis, and that heisareward of them
that diligently seek Him,” Heb. 11:6

Frank Sowers,

Benkelman, Neb.

cal challenges. Theseinclude: vertical integration,
consumer preferenceshifts, government interven-
tion, global production, disease, water shortages
and skyrocketing costs.

Therearealso opportunities. Global population
is expanding and opening new markets for U.S.
production, e-commerceoffersnew purchasingand
marketing options, producti ontechnol ogy contin-
ues to improve and we are experiencing only the
dawn of genetic modification.

Astheclosing paragraph of the FFA Creed states,
“I believethat rural Americacan and will holdtrue
to the best traditionsin our national life and that |
canexert aninfluencein my homeand community
whichwill stand solid for my partinthat inspiring
task.” God bless you men and women who feed
America.

Don Taylor isthe co-author of “ Up Against the
Wal-Marts.” Youmaywritetohimincareof* Mind-
ing Your OwnBusiness,” POBox67, Amarillo, TX
79105. Column sponsored by Goodland Area
Chamber of Commerce Business Devel opment
Committee.
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