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In media coverage of the 2008 presidential campaigns there are terms such as open and closed primary elections, caucuses, national convention delegate totals, super-delegates, uncommitted delegates, winner-take-all or proportionate delegate selection and open national conventions. Political junkies and activists are familiar with these terms but many voters are unfamiliar with some.  I would like to briefly explain what these terms really mean. 

First, we must know that the federal government relegates to the states the power to conduct and regulate elections. The states generally allow each political party to make rules relating to the process of choosing delegates to their national convention.

There are two processes that are used to select delegates to each of the parties National Conventions where the presidential nominees are chosen. The most common process is the primary election in which the voters of a political party nominate candidates. There are two types of primary elections: closed or open. A closed primary allows only registered party members to participate;   an open primary allows regular party members, members of other parties and independents to participate. Texas has an open primary system. The name of each candidate for president who has timely filed will appear on the ballot as well as a place for “uncommitted”. Some states prefer a caucus process to select their delegates. A caucus is a meeting of a political party to decide questions of policy and selection of candidates or delegates. Just as in the primary election, the caucus may be open or closed.
The national political parties make rules governing the number of National Convention delegates and alternate delegates each state may select. In June the Texas Democratic Party will select 228 delegates at their State Convention. According to party rules, the majority of the delegates will be chosen from each of the 31 State Senatorial Districts. Also in June the Texas Republican Party will select 140 delegates at their State Convention. According to party rules, the majority will be chosen from each of the State’s 32 Congressional Districts. Republicans select 3 delegates and 3 alternate delegates from each District based on the District’s primary election results. Questions about this nominating process may be directed to drwally@consolidated.net or to 936-756-3052.
Each party also allows for the selection of at-large delegates and alternate delegates to make up the total number allowed, generally chosen by a State Convention Nominating Committee, subject to the approval of the Convention. Republicans will select 44 at-large delegates and alternate delegates. Winner-take-all means that the candidate who wins the most votes in a state will be awarded the entire number of delegates allotted to the state; proportionate selection means each candidate is awarded delegates based on the percent of vote won either at the caucus or primary election The term super-delegates refer to lawmakers, governors and party leaders. “Uncommitted” delegates are ones who have chosen to make their preference known at the National Convention. Pledges of support for a candidate are generally required by party rules, depending on the number of ballots taken at the National Convention. Delegates chosen at the State Conventions will attend either the Democratic National Convention in Denver, CO in August or the Republican National Convention in St. Paul, MN in September. 
At the Democratic National Convention 2,025 delegate votes are needed for nomination, and at the Republican National Convention 1,191 delegate votes are needed. If a candidate for either party secures the votes necessary for nomination prior to the National Convention, then the vote at the Convention is simply a formality. An open National Convention is one where no candidate comes to the convention with votes necessary for nomination. The last open Republican National Convention was in 1940 when Wendell Wilke was nominated on the sixth ballot. 
