
Bill Seeks to Change State’s Role in Presidential Elections 
 
 
How the First State participates in selecting a U.S. President could change radically under legislation just 
considered by a House of Representatives’ committee. 
 
Along a party line vote of 3-to-2, House Democrats released House Bill 55 from the Administration 
Committee for a likely vote on the House floor in the near future. 
 
“What this does is adds Delaware to an interstate compact, which will take all of our electoral votes and 
assign them to the winner of the popular vote nationwide,” said the bill’s sponsor, Rep. Dennis E. 
Williams (D-Talleyville).  “It’s a … fairness issue.  It’s *an issue+ of one person, one vote, which really does 
not exist under the current system,” he said. 
 
Under the Electoral College system established in the U.S. Constitution, the President is chosen by an 
indirect election.  Each state has a number of Electoral College electors equal to the total number of U.S. 
Senators and Representatives from that state.  In practice, these delegates vote for the presidential 
candidate selected by the popular vote of their respective states. 
 
If enacted, House Bill 55 would make Delaware part of an interstate compact where the member states 
agree to award their electoral votes based on the national popular vote.  The compact would go into 
effect when states cumulatively possessing a majority of the electoral votes (270) joined.   
 
Proponents of the compact say it operates with the law, leaving the Electoral College system intact, but 
exercising an aspect of the Constitution that allows the states to choose the method by which they 
award their electoral votes.   
 
Opponents say that the measure is an attempt to circumvent constitutional intent and that if electing a 
President by popular vote is desired the proper venue for addressing it is in Congress.  They also note 
that under the system proposed in HB 55, Delaware’s three electoral votes could be awarded to a 
candidate other than the one selected by a majority of the state’s voters.   
 
A measure similar to HB 55 (House Bill 198) passed the House of Representatives in 2009, winning just 
23 of the chamber's 41 votes.  That bill died pending action in the Senate. 
 
Since then, the initiative seems to have picked up some momentum nationally.  According to the 
organization National Popular Vote, which is driving the issue, six states and the District of Columbia 
have enacted the popular vote legislation.  These jurisdictions, including neighboring Maryland and New 
Jersey, comprise 74 total electoral votes – more than a quarter of the 270 electoral votes needed to 
activate the compact.  
 
At the committee meeting, critics and opponents of the legislation expressed their views during a 
spirited session. 
 
“The passage of this legislation will do absolutely nothing to … benefit the State of Delaware by giving up 
our three Electoral College votes,” said Laird Stabler, a Delaware Republican National Committeeman 



who emphasized he was speaking on his own behalf.  “I think it will ensure that presidential candidates 
will completely ignore the State of Delaware.” 
 
In a rare instance of agreement, Delaware Democratic State Party Chair John Daniello echoed Stabler, 
noting the Electoral College was established by the nation’s founders to help protect the interests of 
small states.  He said a switch to a de facto popular vote would hurt Delaware.  “What candidates would 
then do is concentrate completely in the large states where the media markets are. … No state like us 
would merit any attention at all.  At least now, we merit some.” 
 
But John Flaherty, president of the Delaware Coalition for Open Government, said Delawareans should 
take a back seat on this issue.  “I think there is something much greater than our state interests, and 
that’s our national interests. … Whoever gets elected in 2012 or 2016 needs to have the legitimacy of 
the people, and if you’re not popularly elected you’re not going to have that legitimacy.” 
 
Speaker of the House Bob Gilligan (D-Sherwood Park) said he supports the bill, arguing that if the 
compact takes effect it would prevent a candidate from winning the Oval Office when he or she did not 
secure the majority of the popular vote.  That situation has occurred four times, most recently in the 
2000 Presidential Election when Democrat Al Gore lost the election by five electoral votes, despite 
earning approximately a half-million more popular votes than Republican George Bush. 
 
“Let’s be practical,” Speaker Gilligan said.  “There’s a lot of politics in this decision – a lot of politics.  The 
American people should decide whether Barack Obama gets re-elected and if the American people have 
that decision, he will win the popular vote and he’ll be the President.  He could lose only by the Electoral 
College, and that would be wrong,” he said. 
 
“I did not support the bill (in 2009) and I will not this year,” said State House Minority Leader Greg 
Lavelle (R-Sharpley).  “It’s a bad idea and a bad bill. … The U.S. Constitution has served this county pretty 
darn well for a while now.  You had an anomaly in 2000, but that was the rule and it worked – our 
democracy worked.  If you have elements of the democracy that are going to spend the next four years 
de-legitimizing a President to meet their own political goals, well I guess you’re going to have that 
happen anyway. 
 
“This is a significant change in how we elect someone,” Rep. Lavelle said.  “I think there should be some 
debate beyond this small building on that issue.  We’ll be a suburb of a large state in the next election if 
this passes.” 
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