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----- The 1990 Election
in Virginia

NONCOMPETITION AND THE PARTIES' SHAME

..........................
The author is professor ofgovernment andforeign
affairs at the University ofVirginia. This article
is excerptedfrom Professor Sabato's new volume)
Virginia Votes 1987-1990,forthcomingfrom the
Center for Public Service.

What if they gave an election and no one ran?
Virginians almost learned the answer in 1990,
when Democrats failed to nominate a candi
date for the u.s. Senate and Republicans gave
every incumbent House Democrat a free ride
to reelection. Both parties thus shamefully ab
dicated their fundamental responsibility to give
voters a choice.

The result was a dubious distinction for
Virginians: the Old Dominion arguably had the
least competi tive set of elections in the Union
in 1990. 1 As a consequence, voter turnout in
Virginia ranked near the bottom in the roll call
of the states. Nevertheless, the voters managed
to make interesting the limited menu of contests

1 Only Mississippi approached the Virginia nadir. But despite
an uncontested u.s. Senate election, four of five Mississippi
House seats had nominees from both major parties.

Larry J. Sabato

The pitiful state
of party affairs

painfully evident

in the 1990
election's lack

of competitiveness
must be promptly

corrected. The
grassroots politics
of 1991's General
Assembly contests

might be the
necessary tonic.

..........................
presented to them. An unhappy, pessimistic, even
surly electorate tossed out of office one long
time House incumbent, gave another one a scare,
and overwhelmingly defeated a pair ofwnstitutional
amendments strongly backed by Governor L.
Douglas Wilder and his administration.

NN-ELECTIONS
FOR U.S. CONGRESS
Rather than capitalize on their past record of
statewide successes, Democrats opted not to
oppose two-term Republican u.s. Senator John
W Warner. Warner was one of four u.S. sena
tors who received an automatic ticket back to
Washington in 1990 - a record number since
the advent ofpopular elections for the U.S. Senate
eight decades ago. 2 Never before in this century
had Virginia Democrats failed to produce a
candidate for a u.s. Senate seat. Their bright
est prospect, former governor Gerald L. BaIiles,

2 The other unopposed senators were David Pryor (D-Arkansas),
Sam Nunn (D-Georgia), and Thad Cochran (R-Mississippi).
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SOURCE: Compiled by the author from official election results of the State Board of Elections.
N01E: For detinition ot urban terms used in this table, please see the author's Virginia Votes series.

TABLE 1
Urban Vote, 1990 Virginia General Election
for U.S. Senator and Pledge Bonds

3 Four House challengers who filed as independents were
allied with political extremist Lyndon laRouche: Harry G.
Broskie in the Second District, Rose L. Simpson in the Third
District, Loretta F. ChandJer in the Fourth District, and Gerald
E. Berg in the Sixth District. In addition, laRouche himself
ran in the Tenth District, despite being in prison in Minne
sota serving a fifteen-year sentence for mail fraud, tax evasion,
and conspiracy. Interestingly, laRouche himself, certainly the
only one known widely as a cult candidate, received the lowest
vote proportion by far of all the LaRouche contenders.

~ CONTESTS FOR U.S. HOUSE
Virginia's five incumbent Republicans all had to battle
Del1locrats to regain their seats, though some were
more threatened than others. Two incumbents,
Thomas J. Bliley of Richmond and Frank R. Wolf
ofFairfax County, easily dispatched weak challeng
ers, Bliley winning 65.3 percent and Wolf, 61.5
percent of the votes. D. French Slaughter of Cul
peper also won his fourth term handily, securing
58 percent ofthe vote against Democrat David Smith,
son of Winchester's Delegate Alson Smith. The el
der Smith's fundraising prowess enabled his son to
be competitive with the entrenched Slaughter; but
in Virginia's most Republican congressional district,
the incumbent prevailed.

Incidentally, the 1990 election was Virginia's
most suburban-dominated contest ever. The sub
urbs cast a modern record of 61 percen t of the
statewide total ofvotes. Partly because of low black
turnout, the central ci ties' proportion of the state
wide vote fell to a modern nadir (13.5 percent). The
rural vote was also down, though not as drastically;
rural areas comprised 22.8 percent of the total. The
pattern of mmpetition in House elections partially
explains these fluctuations: the heavily suburban
congressional districts (especially in Northern Vir
ginia) featured mntests, while several predominantly
rural districts hosted uncontested races.

Financially drained and defeat-struck from the
1989 gubernatorial election, Republicans gave up
without a fight in all five Democratically controlled
u.s. House districts, even though the seemingly
invincible John Warner led the Republican ticket.
Democratic congressmen Owen Pickett ofVirginia
Beach, Norman Sisisky of Petersburg, L.F. Payne
Jr. of Nelson County, Jim Olin of Roanoke, and
Rick Boucher of Abingdon all breezed to victory.
Boucher and Payne ran unopposed, while minor
independents filed against the others.3 The three
incumbents opposed only by independents received
at least three-quarters of the votes cast for U.S. House
in their districts.

declined to run, and Democrats feared that any other
nominee was doomed to defeat against the popu
lar, entrenched Warner.

Only a minor independent candidate, Nancy
Spannaus, filed to oppose Warner. Spannaus, an
associate of political extremist Lyndon LaRouche,
received a paltry 18.2 percent to Warner's 80.9
percent. The senior senator's showing nearly matched
the 81.3 percent achieved by the last U.S. senator
who lacked major party opposition for reelection in
Virginia, Democrat A. Willis Robertson, in 1960
(he was opposed by a socialist and an independent,
however).

Warner, of course, easily carried every juris
diction and every demographic segment of the state's
population. His proportion of the vote varied little
from region to region, though the senator's high
water marks were registered in the Southside Fifth
Congressional District (85.7 percen t) and the
Roanoke-area Sixth District (84.5 percent). Warner's
weakest support was recorded in the Norfolk-Virginia
Beach Second District, which gave him 77.3 per
cent - in part because an unusually high 2.7 per
cent of the voters wrote in candidates. (In the House
contest in that district, an even larger number of
voters - 3.4 percent of the total - wrote in all
manner of qualified and unqualified people and
cartoon characters.)

Partly because of his relative weakness in ur
ban black precincts (to be discussed later), Warner
ran slightly less well in the central cities (at 78 per
cent of the vote) than in the suburbs (80.9 percent
for Warner). The senator reached his vote apogee
in rural Virginia, where he garnered 83.1 percent
ofall the ballots cast in the Senate race (see Table 1).

2

The 1990 election
was Virginia's most
suburban-dominated
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statewide total
of votes.
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TABLE 2
Comparison, Virginia General Elections for U.S. Representative,
1972-1990

Year Percent of Total Vote
First

District Incumbent as of 1990 (Party) Elected 1972 1974 1976 1978 1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 1990

1 Herbert H. Bateman (R) 1982 53.9 59.1 56.0 73.3 51.0
2 Owen B. Pickett (0) 1986 49.5 60.5 75.0a

3 Thomas J. Bliley (R) 1980 51.6 59.2 85.6a 67.0 99.7a 65.3
4 Norman Sisisky (0) 1982 54.4 99.9a 99.8a 99.9a 78.3a

5 L. F. Payne (0) 1988 54.2 99.4a

6 James R. "Jim" Olin (0) 1982 49.7 53.5 69.9 63.9 82.7°
7 O. French Slaughter (R) 1984 56.5 98.3a 99.6° 58.1
8 Stanford E. Parris (R) 1972 44.4 42.4 48.8 49.7 55.8 61.8 62.3 44.6
9 Frederick C. "Rick" Boucher (0) 1982 50.4 52.0 99.0a 63.4 97.P

10 Frank R. olf (R) 1980 51.1 52.7 62.5 60.2 68.0 61.5

SOURCE: Compiled from official election results of the State Board of Elections.
NOTE: Parris was first elected in 1972 but was defeated for re-election in 1974. He won the seat back in 1980, but lost it again in 1990.
aThe incumbent ran unopposed or was opposed only by an independent or minor-party candidate.
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The greatest surprise on election night came
in the Newport News-Hampton-Northern Neck
First District. Republican Herb Bateman, seeking
his fifth term, was almost upset by former televi
sion reporter Andy Fox, a political novice. Bateman,
who until the closing days of the campaign did not
anticipate a close contest, squeaked to victory with
51 percent, his closest margin ever. Compared to
his 1988 showing, Bateman's support fell 22 per
centage points - the third greatest drop in the
nation by an incumbent House member. 4

Fox was an aggressive personal campaigner,
and obviously telegenic by training. But Bateman
nearly fell victim to overconfidence and the vague
'anti-incumbent' mood present in 1990's elector
ate. Also, the First is a marginal district that fre
guentlyvotes emocratic in statewi e elections. This
strong Democratic base, pIus the presence of a vis
ible party alternative, may explain why the anti-in
cumbency theme took hold in the First but not in
most other districts. 5

The First District provided excitement, but
Northern Virginia's Eighth District produced the only
seat turnover of the evening. Virginia's senior House

4 Only Douglas H. Bosco (D-California) and Charles Pashayan
(R-California) had greater drop-offs; both of these incum
bents lost their reelection bids.
5 Other party-opposed congressmen saw their margins re
duced from recent elections, however. Nationally, two-thirds
of all House members who were opposed in both 1988
and 1990 registered a decline in voter support over those
two years. The average drop was close to 5 percent (3 percent
for Democrats a d 8 percent for Republicans).

member, Republican Stan Parris, lost to Alexandria's
Democratic mayor, Jim Moran, thereby becoming the
state's first incumbent since 1982 to be ousted.

Moran secured 51.7 percent to Parris's 44.6
percent (and 3.5 percent for an independent). By
this fairly close vote, the Eighth District unseated
Parris for the second time. In 1974 Watergate had
washed the one-term Parris out ofoffice; he regained
the seat in the Reagan landslide of 1980. The Eighth
is a marginal and highly competitive district, and
Parris's showings over the years confirm as much.
On five of the eight occasions when his name was
on the congressional ballot, Parris secured less than
50 percent of the vote (see Table 2).

The Republican's final downfall could be traced
to several forces that conspired against him in 1990.
The congressional budget impasse that dominated
the news in the late fall and threatened to cause ex
tensive furloughs of federal workers drew particular
interest in the Eighth, where federal government
employees live in large numbers. The presidential
and congressional budget follies also generated much
anger that found an outlet in a vote against Con
gressman Parris. The abortion issue, stressed in
television advertisements by the pro-choice Moran,
probably cut against the pro-life Parris in a district
that had given Douglas Wilder his second-largest
district plurality in a gubernatorial election domi
nated by the abortion debate. The Washington Post,
the area's main news outlet, fiercely opposed Parris.
While the paper treated Parris fairly in its news pages,
the Post's editorial writers repeatedly blasted him,
urging in the strongest terms a vote for Moran.
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Year Democratic Republican Others Democratic Republican

TABLE 3
Vote by Parties, Virginia General Elections
for U.S. Representative, 1966-1990

even in the midst of their 1974 Watergate disaster.
The GOP)s miserly 35.6 percent slice of the total
marked yet another low point for a party that has
fallen on hard times in recen t years.

CAMPAIGNFINANCE
Spending in the 1990 Virginia congressional con
tests swung upward again after a briefrespite in 1988.
The state)s congressional candidates in the general
election together spent a total of $5.62 million,
roughly a 19 percent increase over 1988. Spending
jumped despite the fact that only five districts held
party-contested races in 1990, down from seven in
1988. The $4.74 million spent in 1988 had marked
an unusual 28 percent decrease~from 1986's $6.57
million - the latter a state record that remained
standing after 1990. The 19 percent gain of 1990
was an intermediate one: in 1984 spending had
skyrocketed by 45 percent over 1982 levels, while
the 1986 total had risen a more mod est 12 percent
over 1984.

Except in the Eighth District, challengers were
heavily outgunned by incumbents, which is the usual
pattern. In the most one-sided example, Republi
can Bliley spent nearly $11 for every $1 expended
by Democrat Starke in the Third District. Other
Democratic challengers were at lesser, but still sub
stantial, disadvantages, outspent by margins rang
ing from about 2 to 1 in the Seventh to 5.5 to 1 in
the Tenth. In the latter case, though, Republican
incumbent Frank Wolf spent $454,000, well be
low the $1 million he spent in 1986, when he set a
spending record for a Virginia congressional nomi
nee. At least the experience of Democrat Fox in the
First District suggests that money is not as singu
larly important as it is often portrayed. Herbert
Bateman outspent Fox by more than 4 to 1, Y t
Fox received 'almost as many votes as the incum
bent. A strong enough electoral tide can carry a
challenger with poor resources a long distance.

While citing Fox)s underfunded yet nearly
triumphant effort, it is worth noting that in several
races uncontested by Republicans, well-financed
Democratic incumbents (Norman Sisisky, Jim Olin,
and Rick Boucher) were able to spend more money
than Fox and two other Democratic challengers 0ay
Starke and MacKenzie Canter) in contested elec
tions. One other footnote: the House candidate in
Virginia spending the fifth highest amount was in
dependent extremist Lyndon LaRouche, whose to
tal of nearly $485,000 topped that of incumbent
Frank Wolf yet produced just 1.4 percent of the
vote - the lowest proportion among the half-dozen
LaRouche associates on Virgi nia)s 1990 ballot.

Number of
House Seats Held by

Combined Percent of Votes Cast
in All House Electionsa

1966 57.3 39.3 3.4 6 4
1968 48.4 43.5 8.1 5 5
1970 51.4 45.8 2.8 4 6

1972 49.4 46.4 4.2 3 7
1974 54.8 39.1 6.1 5 5
1976 45.5 45.8 8.7 4 6
1978 42.0 56.3 1.7 4 6
1980 31.3 64.7 4.0 1 9

1982 47.2 51.7 1.1 4 6
1984 43.3 54.6 2.1 4 6
1986 52.2 44.7 3.1 5 5
1988 42.4 56.9 0.7 5 5
19'90 57.5 35.6 6.9 6 4

1966-1990
Average 48.0 48.1 3.9 4 6

SOURCE: Compiled by the author from official election results of the State
Board of Elections.
NOTES: The 'others' category includes both write-ins and independent
candidates.
a The total number of U.S. House seats for Virginia is 10, as of 1990. Be
ginning with the 1992 election, Virginia's allocation will increase to 11.

The Democrat himself was a dynamic and
appealing (if pugnacious) candidate who spent a
stunning $923,000, exceeding the Parris expendi
ture of $874,000. This ample funding, exception
ally large for a challenger anywhere in the U ni ted
States and one of the few cases where a challenger
outspent an incumbent, enabled Moran to go on
the television offensive as well as to acquire the staff
and technological tools necessary to compete with
a senior congressman. The youthful Moran also
seemed to have had the intense 'fire in the belly)
necessary to upend a veteran. By con trast, Parris
did not appear to devote the same energy and en
thusiasm to this campaign as to some of his previ
ous forays. He may have been overconfident, or he
may just have been exhausted from his unsuccess
ful effort to win the Republican gubernatorial primary
in 1989.

In any event, with Moran)s triumph the state
Democrats captured a majority of Virginia)s con
gressional delegation for the first time since 1966.
Moreover, in good part due to the lack of GOP
candidacies in half the districts, Democrats secured
their largest proportion of all congressional votes
cast in the state in decades (57.5 percent; see Table
3). Republicans garnered a larger statewide vote share

4'
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Total Number Percent of Voters Voting •
of Votes Percent on This Questiona

2: Drug Profits Seizures Used for Law Enforcement

For 896,275 79.1
Against 236,581 20.9

Total 1,132,856 100.0 90.4

1: Lower Tax Rates for Elderly and Disabled

For 942.840 81.6
Against 212,486 18.4

Total 1,155,326 100.0 92.2

Two of the four
proposed constitu
tional amendments

on the ballot were

approved by eight

in every ten voters,
while the other pair

was rejected by

close to the same
margin.

:5

87.5

87.8
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3: Local Pledge Bonds

For 262,698 23.9
Against 837,885 76.1

Total 1,100,583 100.0

4: State Pledge Bonds

For 234,070 21.3
Against 862,730 78.7

Total 1,096,800 100.0

SOURCE: Official election results of the State Board of Elections.
NOTE: The exact wordings of the questions are as follows:

QUESTION 1: Shall the Constitution of Virginia be amended to authorize
lower tax rates on personal property belonging to persons sixty-five and
older, or permanently and totally disabled, in defined cases?
QUESTION 2: Shall the provision in the Constitution of Virginia pertaining
to the Literary Fund be amended so that proceeds from property seized
and forfeited to the Commonwealth for drug law violations can be used
to promote law enforcement?
QUESTION 3: Shall the Constitution of Virginia be amended to authorize a
new category of local debt for transportation purposes which would be
secured by pledged local tax revenues, subject to limits on the amount of
the debt, and exempt from county voter approval requirements and mu
nicipal debt limits?
QUESTION 4: Shall the Constitution of Virginia be amended to authorize a
new category of state debt for transportation purposes which would be
secured by pledged tax revenues. subject to limits on the amount of the
debt, and not require voter approval?

a The figure on which these percentages are based is 1,252,971, the total
number of individuals who voted in November 1990

lead to new taxes as debt mounted. Former u.S.
Senator Harry F. Byrd, Jr., former Governor Mills
E. Godwin, Jr., and former House of Delegates
Appropriations Committee Chair Roy Smith led an
'Old Virginia' coalition, urging citizens to adhere
to time-honored, fiscally conservative principIes. This
coalition was strengthened toward the end of the
campaign by indications of pledge-bond opposition
from u.S. senators John Warner and Charles Robb,
as well as a gaggle of state legislators (including sev
eral former supporters of pledge bonds).

Question
Number

TABLE 4
Statewide Election Results, 1990,
Ballot Questions on Proposed Constitutional
Amendments

Spending in the Senate race, though substan
tial, fell far below the levels recorded in recent two
party contests. John Warner spent $918,052, while
Nancy Spannaus reported expenditures of$40,273.
A separate committee called Independent Demo
crats for Spannaus spent $59,849, bringing total
expenditures by and for Spannaus to approximately
$100,000.

CNSTITUTIONAL
AMEND.MENTS
Rarely does an electorate spli t 80 percent to 20 percent
on any ballot proposition. But in 1990 that was the
approximate proportion on each of four constitu
tiona amendment referendums. Furthermore, two
of these ballot issues were approvedby eight in every
ten voters, while the other pair was rejectedby close
to the same margin (see Table 4).

The two constitutional amendments that won
overwhelming backing centered, naturally enough,
on 'motherhood and apple pie' issues: authorizing
lower tax rates on personal property for the elderly
and disabled (81.6 percent approval), and using drug
offenders' assets for law enforcement (a «yes" vote
of 79.1 percent). The other two were far more
controversial, since they asked voters to authorize
'pledge bonds' - a new category of state and local
debt to be used for transportation improvements.
The debt would be secured by 'pledged' state and
local tax receipts and, most importantly, without
voters' approval of each bond issue.

Proponents argued that Virginia's overloaded
transportation system was in crisis, and that pledge
bonds permitted a faster resolution than the state's
existing 'pay-as-you-go' arrangement. That arrange
ment requires 70 percent of the cost of a transpor
tation projec to be in hand before construction can
begin. Imagine, the pledge bond advocates said, if
the average person had to buy a house under a simi
lar stricture. The bonds would permit 'pay-as-you
drive,' speeding up the state's efforts to break the
traffic gridlock existing in most urban areas.

While pledge bonds were originally advocated
by Governor Gerald Baliles, Governor Wilder made
a "yes" vote on bonds his own goal. Wilder set up a
campaign organization headed by Lieutenant Gov
ernor Donald Beyer, Attorney General Mary Sue
Terry (both Democrats), and former 1985 Republican
gubernatorial candidate Wyatt Durrette. Wilder
veteran Dwight Holton, son offormer GOP governor
Linwood Holton, commanded the campaign staff.

Opponents warned that bonds would lead to
substantially increased state and local debt, endan
ger the state' triple-A bond rating, and inevitably
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The group opposing pledge bonds spent ap
proximately $39,000 to spread the old-time gospel;
to little apparent effect, bond advocates spent much
more (about $145,000), most of it raised from de
velopers, investment bankers, and lawyers, many of
whom would have gained from the construction
boom that the bonds could have generated.

In light ofWashington's deficit crisis and the
federal budget impasse that dominated the autumn
headlines, Virginians found the opponents' argu
ments more persuasive. These arguments were re
inforced by the wording of the referendums them
selves. The legalistic language was confusing enough,
but certain key words and phrases were memorable
and damning: «tax revenues," «debt," and «not re
quire voter approval," among others (see notes to
Table 4). A considerable proportion ofvoters usually
enter the polling booth undecided about ballot
referendums. Their voting decisions are instanta
neous, the result ofa quick reading of the questions.
The pledge bond wordings probably encouraged a
«no" vote, thus swelling the already substantial
opposition.

Whatever the reasons, the tidal wave of «no"
votes engulfed even localities where transportation
problems were greatest. Neither of the pledge bond
referendums won a single city or county in North
ern Virginia, for instance. In fact, not a single local
ity in the state passed either referendum. Overall,

76.1 percent of the voters statewide opposed the
local bonds, and an even greater 78.7 percent turned
thumbs down on state bonds. In only the Tidewater
and Northern Virginia congressional districts - the
locus of rush-hour gridlock - did the bonds man
age to accumulate even a quarter of the vote. Support
sank to 12.5 percent in the Richmond Third Dis
trict, where the Times-Dispatch and News-Leaderhad
crusaded against the bonds.

Rural Virginia most strongly opposed the bonds:
88.3 percent of rural voters cast a «no" ballot on state
pledge bonds. Suburban residents closely mirrored
the statewide results with a 78.4 percent «(no" vote.
Even central city residents were against pledge bonds
by nearly a 2 to 1 margin; but thanks primarily to
black voters (as discussed in the next section), pledge
bonds in the central cities drew a favorable response
that exceeded a third of the votes cast.

~NGBYRACE
Turnout among blacks declined sharply in 1990.
African-Americans may have comprised only about
9 percent or so of the voting electorate, compared
to the 17 percent proportion recorded in 1989, when
blacks participated at a record rate to assist Douglas
Wilder's election as governor. Turnout among blacks
in those selected city precincts of TabIe 5 was just

6'

TABLE 5
Voting in Selected Predominantly Black Precincts, Virginia Cities,
1990 General Election for U.S. Senator, U.S. Representative, and Pledge Bonds

Percent of Votes Cast for
Percent

Number Total of U.S. Senator U.S .. Representative Local State
of Votes Registered Pledge Pledge

City Precincts Cast Voting Warner (R) Spannaus (I) D R Bonds (Yes) Bonds (Yes)

Black Precincts
Charlottesville 1 431 38.4 60.4 37.5 79.0 20.0 1.0 40.4 30.9
Virginia Beach 1 431 23.5 66.4 31.6 31.1 28.4
Hampton 2 2,093 48.9 70.9 28.1 76.1 23.9 49.6 44.3
N8INport News 8 4,456 50.7 59.3 40.7 87.5 12.5 76.0 72.1
Norfolk 10 4,038 23.2 63.9 36.1 65.1 56.1
Portsmouth 2 1,476 38.1 62.5 37.5 61.2 56.3
Richmond 15 4,365 23.8 64.2 35.8 52.2 45.8 2.0 56.7 52.6
Emporia 1 143 38.3 81.4 18.6 56.7 51.5
Petersburg 4 1,524 40.5 67.2 32.8 45.1 39.9

- --

Total 44 18,957

Average of All Votes Cast
in Selected Precincts 31.7 64.2 35.8 59.8 54.3

SOURCE: Official election results of the State Board of Elections.
NOTES: Party affiliations are abbreviated as D=Democrat; R= Republican; I = Independent.

In some cities the incumbent U.S. Representative was unopposed by the other major party and thus no data or totals are listed.
Please see the author's Virginia Votes series for alist of black precincts used in this table.
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31.7 percent of the registered. By contrast, an esti
mated half of the registered white Virginians par
ticipated in the 1990 election.

Moreover, African-American Virginians made
different electoral choices from those ofwhites. John
Warner, who had secured only 21 percent of the
vote in the sample black precincts in his 1984 re
election contest, won a large majority in 1990 (64.2
percent). Yet his independent opponent secured 35.8
percent of the black votes, nearly double her state
wide percentage. Warner's party label undoubtedly
cost him support among African-Americans, even
though for the first time the senator did attract blacks
in significant numbers.

In the congressional races blacks sided with
Democrats, though not by the monolithic margins
(95 percent or so) of some statewide contests. For
instance, in the close First District contest, Demo
cratic House nominee Andy Fox won about eight
in every ten black votes. Had the district's black turn
out (about 50 percent) equaled or exceeded the white
turnout (about 55 percent), Fox might have un
seated incumbent Republican Herbert Bateman. On
the other hand, based on Bateman's 12 to 24 percent
slice of the Hampton-Newport News black vote, it
is possible that, district-wide, Bateman's narrow
margin of victory came from black voters. Of note,
too, is Republican Congressman Tom Blil~y's share
of the vote among blacks in the Richmond-area Third
District. In the selected black precincts, Bliley posted
his best showing ever in a contested election - 45.8
percent.6 His weak Democratic challenger, Jay Starke,
barely eked out a majority of his district's most reli
able Democratic voters.

Interestingly, urban African-American Virgin
ians may have been the only major segment of the
state's population to support pledge bonds. Perhaps
following Governor Wilder's lead, 59.8 percent of
the blacks in t e selected precincts ofTable 5 backed
local bonds, and 54.3 percent voted ((yes" on state
bonds. But the low turnout diluted the effect of the
black vote for pledge bonds. Also, rural blacks ap
peared to be considerably less likely to support the
bonds than urban blacks.

7:RNOUTAND BALLOTFALL-OFF
The low level of competition produced one of
Virginia's worst turnouts in recent years. A total of
just 1,252,971 voters went to the polls - a mere
26.4 percent of the voting-age population and 45.8

6 In 1986, the year of Bliley's most recent contested elec
tion, the Repu lican incumbent won 34.5 percent of the
votes in the selected black precincts.

percent of those registered. While comparable to •
the congressional election turnout in 1986, a year •
that featured no statewide office elections, the 1990 •
participation rate was barely half of that in the last •
two presidential elections. Moreover, Virginia's •
turnout was forty-eighth among the fifty states in :
1990; only Mississippi and Tennessee were lower,
according to figures compiled by the Commi ttee •
for the Study of the American Electorate (Wash- •
ington, D.C.). Turnout among blacks was down
even more sharply than for whites in Virginia.

Not surprisingly, participation was much higher •
in congressional districts with competitive contests.
Turnouts in the First, Seventh, and Eighth all topped •
half of the registered population, while the party- •
unopposed districts averaged a turnou t of only 41
percent.

A substantial number of voters chose not to •
cast a ballot in the Senate race. Normally, the top- •
of-the-ballot office draws the participation of 97
percent or more of those who go to the polls. But in
1990 the lightly-contested Senate race attracted just •
86.5 percent of the voters. More voters (92 percent)
chose to participate in the House races, though the •
proportion naturally varied greatly from district to •
district.

Remarkably, a higher proportion of the vot-
ers cast a ballot in the referend ums than in the Sen- •
ate race. The fourth constitutional amendment drew •
the smallest number of voters, but its 87.5 percent •
participation rate still exceeded the 86.5 percent voting •
in the Senate contest. The 1990 constitutional
amendments kept the attention ofvoters to a much •
greater degree than other recent constitutional ref
erendums. This was probably due to the intensity •
of the pledge bond controversy, as well as the rela
tively short 1990 ballot. Additionally, the low turnout •
may suggest that only committed and interested
citizens went to the polls.

Black voters in the selected precincts ofTable •
5 were far more likely than whites to exhibit ballot •
fall-off in both the Senate contest and the constitu
tional referendums. Just 54.9 percent of the voters
from the sample black precincts cast a ballot for U.S.
Senate, perhaps another sign of blacks' discontent •
with the choice of candidates. And on the fourth •
constitutional amendment (state pledge bonds), only •
57.2 percent cast a ballot.

CNCLUSION
The year 1990 was not greatly significant for Vir
ginia politics. But its electoral events nevertheless
had some import. The deterioration of the state •
Republican party was again on display, this year in

The low level
of competition
produced one of
Virginia's worst

turnouts in recent

years.

A total of just

1,252,911 voters
went to the polls 

a mere 26.4 percent

of the voting-age

population and 45.8

percent of those

registered.
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the congressional races. The General Assembly con
tests in 1991 offer the GOP a critical opportunity to
begin to reverse its long decline. A Republican revival
would reinvigorate the two-party competition so
essential to a healthy democracy. Without question,
the pitiful state of party affairs painfully evident in
the 1990 election's lack ofcompetitiveness must be
promptly corrected. The grassroots politics of state
legislative elections might be the necessary tonic, if
both parties redouble their efforts to find qualified
candidates for all districts.

Meanwhile, the overwhelming rejection of the
pledge bond referendums emphasizes the limits of

voter tolerance. The so-called New Dominion is
undeniably more progressive and tolerant in some
respects than its predecessor, but Virginians still wish
to preserve constructive aspects of their heritage and
traditions. Thus, while social attitudes on many
matters have evolved, fiscal conservatism continues
to be a mainstay of the state's politics. In the matter
of pledge bonds, the New Dominion was reintro
duced to the Old in 1990; the trip back to the fu
ture was conducted by an electorate bent on send
ing an old message about debt and taxes to a new
generation of leaders. 0
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