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FoLLow THE MONEY

THE MONEY PRIMARY

MAGINE THE NOVEMBER ELECTION ISJUST A FEW WEEKS AWAY, AND YCUR

friend Sally Robeson is seriously considering running for Congress two
years from now. This year the incumbent in your district, E. Chauniey
DeWict I11, will (again!) be reelected by a substantial margin, but you and
Sally hare Chauncey’s positions on the issues and are convinced that with
the righ: campaign he can be beaten. Sally is capable, articulate, well in-
formed, respected in the community, politically and socially connectsd,
charming, good at talking to many kinds of people, and highly telegecic.
She has invited you and several other politically active friends to meet with
her immediately after the election to determine what she would need to do
to become a viable candidate.

The meeting that takes place covers a host of topics: What are the key
issues? On which of these are Sally’s stands popular, and on which un-
popular?What attacks, and from what quarters, will be launched against
her?What individuals or groups can she count on for support? How, why,
and where is the incumbent vulnerable? But lurking in the background is
the question that cannot be ignored: Can Sally (withthe help of ber friends
and backers) raise enough money to be a contender:

This is the money primary, the first, and, in many instances, the sz
important round of the contest. It eliminates more candidates than any other
hurdle. Because it eliminates them so early and so quietly, its impact is
often unobserved. T o make it through, candidates don’t have to come in
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first, but they co need to raise enough money to be credible contenders.
Although havirg the most money is no guarantee of victory, candidates
who don’tdo well in the money primary are nc longer serious contenders.
Certainly, plenty ofwell-funded cand.dates lose —Michael Huffington spent
#25 million of his own mcney in an ansuccessful 1994 race for the Senate.
But in order to be viable, acandidateneeds to raise a substantial minimum.

How much is needed? If Sally hopes to win, rather than just put up a
good fight, she, you, and rhe rest of her supporters will need to raise stag-
gering amounts. (At least they are staggering from the perspective of most
Americans; Ross Perot, Steve Forbes, or Michael Huffington may view the
matter differently.) In order to accumulate the average amount for major-
party congressional candidates in the general efsction, you will collectively
need to raise $4,800next week. And the week after. And every week for the
next two years.

But even that is not enough. Theaverage amount includes many candi-
dates who were never “serious”;that is, they didn’t raise enough to have a
realistic hope ofwinning. If you andyour friends want to raise the average
amount spent by a winning candidate for the House, you’ll have to come
up with $6,730 next week and every single w=ek until the election, two
years away.

Well, you say, your candidate is hardly average. She is stronger, smarter,
more politically appealing, and more viable thzn the “average” challenger.
You think she can win even if she doesn’traise $6,730 aweek. Let’suse past
experience — the results o7 the 1996elections —to consider the likelihood
of winning for challengers, based onhow much money they raised. In1996
more than 360 House incumbents were running for reelection; only 23 of
them were beaten by their challengers. The average successful challenger
spent $1,045,36:—that is, he or she raised an average of over $10,000 every
week for two years. What were the chances ofuinning without big money?
Only one winning challerger spent less than s$s00,000, 12 spent between a
half-a-million and a million dollars, and ro spent more than a millicn dol-
lars. Furthermore, 13 of the 23 winning challengers outspent the iacum-
bent. A House challenger who can’t raise at least a half-million dollars
doesn’t have a cne percent chance ofwinning; tne key primary is the money
primary. The Boston Globe reported that “House candidates who headed
into the final three weeks with the most in combined spendingand cashon
hand won 93 percent of the time.”* What about that one low-spending
winner? She is Carolyn Cheeks Kilpatrick, whc won election by beating an
incumbent in the primary and then having a walkover in the general elec-
tion; the district, in Detrcit, is the fourth poorest in the nation and consis-
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tently votes more than 80 percent Democratic. Although Kilpatrick spent
only $174,457, few other districts make possible a similar election strategy.

In the Senate, even more money is needed. Suppose your candidate
were going to run for the Senate, and started fundraising immediately after
an election, giving hzr sixyears to prepare for the next election. How much
money would she need to raise each and every week for thosesixyears?The
average winning Serate candidate raised approximately 15,000 per week.

For presidential candidates, the stakes are, of course, much tigher: “The
prevailing view is thzt for a politician to bz considered legitimate, he or she
must collect at least szo million by the first of January 2000.”* Presumably
any candidate who coes not do so is “illegitimate” and does not belong in
the race.

If you collectivel; decide that the candidate you plan to back will need
to raise $7,000per ueek (for the House; s15,000 per week for the Senate),
how will you do it? Suppose you hold a $10-per-person fundraiser — abar-
becue in the park on Memorial Day or Labor Day. Even if joo people
attend, the affair will gross only $5,000, and net considerably less, no mat-
ter how cheap the hot dogs and hamburgers. And that takes no account of
the problems of persuading soo people to attend — just notifying them of
the event is a major undertaking— or what it would mean to hold such an
event every week, not just on Labor Day. In order to get through the money
primary, an alternative strategy is needed, so candidates, especially incum-
bents, increasingly prefer to raise money zt “big ticket” events? Selling 1o
tickets for a s1,000-per-person fundraiser brings in more than tw ce as much
as the soo-person barbecue in the park.

Who is likely to cough up a thousand bucks to attend a Fundraiser?
Although practically anyone could come vp with a thousand dollars (wit-
ness Oseola McCarty, a domestic worker in Mississippi, who savedsiso,oo0
from wages that were never more than a few dollars per week), a dispropor-
tionate nunber of such contributors are corporate political action committees
(racs), executives,and lobbyists. O ne typical version of the $1,000-per-person
fundraiser is a breakfast: The candidateand -o to 30 pac officersard lobbyists
from a particular industry (trucking, banking, oil and gas exploration). Even
with a lavish breakfast, the candidate’s net take is substantial. If enough
lobbyists and corporate executives can be persuaded to come, perhaps the
candidate could get by on one fundraiser every couple of weeks.

Corning up with the money is a major hassle; even for incumbents, it
requires constant effort. National Journaj probably the single most au-
thoritative source on the Washington sceae, reports that “there is wide-
spread agreement that the congressional monzy chase has become an unending
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marathon, as wearying to participants as it is disturbing to spectators,”and
quoted an aidz to a Democratic senator as observing, “During hearings of
Senate committees, you can watch senators go to phone beoths in thecom-
mittee rooms to dial for dollars.”” Just a few years ago—in1990, the date of
this statement — soliciting funds from federal >roperty, whether Congress
or the White House, was routine, openly discussed, and not regarded as
problematic. The activity had always been technically illegal, but only in
1997 did it become an issue, with President Clinton anc (especially) Vice
President Gore singled out as if they were the only offenders.

But long before the 1996 election, politicians felt that they had no choice:
The Senate majority leader reported that “public officials are consumed
uith the unending pursuit of money to run election campaigns.” Senators
not only leave committee hearings for the more crucial task of calling people
to beg for money. They also chase all over the country, because their re-
election is more dependent on meeting rica» people wo thousard miles
from home than on meeting their own constituents. Thomas Daschle, the
current Democratic leader in the Senate, reports that, in the two years
orior to his election to the Senate, he “flew to Califernia more than 20
times to meet with prospective contributors,” going there almost as often
as he went to the largest city in his home state of Ssuth Dakota.” This
process is sometimes carried to an extreme: Representative John Murtha,
Democrat of Pennsylvania, was criticized because at one point he had raised
nearly s2co,000, of which only s1,000 came from his district. The same
processes operate at the presidential level, where donors hold the key to
success at the polls. The day after the 1976 lowa caucuses propel’edLamar
Alexander‘s candidacy into the first tier, he took time off from campaign-
ing in New Hampshire for a phone conference call to tell 250 supporters
that he needed each of them to raise ¢5,000 by the end of the week “to help
keep his campaign afloat.” The New Yer£ Timesheadlined onet996 story,
“In New Jersey, Meeting the Voters Is a Luxury,” and declared that “the
real campaign” was “raising money for a barrage of television ads,” with
both major party candidates admirting that they spent “atleast half a day,
two or tnree days a week, on the telephone asking f5r money.”™

Notonly is ir necessary to raise lots of moneys it is important — for both
incumbents and challengers—to raise i- early. Senator Rudy Boschwitz,
Republ.can of Minnesota, was clear about this as a strategy. He spent $6
million getting reelected in 1984, and had raised s1.s million of it by the
beginn.ng of the year, effectively discouraging the most promising Demo-
cratic challengers. After the election he wrote, and typed up himself, a
secret evaluation of his campaign strategy:
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“Nobody in politics texcept me!) likes to raise money, so | thought the
best way of discouraging the toughest opponents from running was to
have a few dollars in the sock. | believe it worked. . .. From a/! forms &
fundraising | raised s6 millionplus and got 3 or 4 (maybe even s) stories
and cartoons that irksd me,” he said. “Inretrospect, I’'m glad | had rhe
money.”’
Similarly, in March 1¢96 Bill Paxon, chair of the House Republican cam-
>aign committee, said, “We’vebeen pounding on members9 to raise more
money by the filing deadline; if they show a good balance, that could ward
off opponents.”””

THE CONTRIBUTORS’ PERSPECTIVE

Candidates need money, lots of it, if they are to have any chance of win-
ning. Theobvious next question, and in some sense the focus of this book,
is who gives, why, and what they expect for it.

Contr’butions ar= made for many different reasons. The czndidate’s
family and friends chip in out of loyalty and affection. Others contribute
because they are asked to do so by someone who has done favors for them.
People give because they agree with the candidate’s stand on the issues,
either on a broad ideological basis or on a specific issue. Sometimes these
donations are portrayed as a form of voting— people show that they care
by putting their money where their mouth is, anyone can contribute, and
the money raised reflects the wishes of the people. Even for these contribu-
tions, however, if voting with dollars replaces voting at the ballo: box, then
the votes will be very unequally distributed: the top 1 percent of the popu-
lation by wealth will have more “votes” than the bottom 90 percent of the
population. In the t996 elections, less than one-fourth of one percent of
the popclation gave contributions of s200 or more to a federal candidate.”
Pacs and large contributors provide most of the money, however; small
contribctors accounted for under one-third of candidate receipts.””

It is not just chat contributions come from the well-to-do. Most con-
tributor: have a direct material interest in what the government does or
does nor do. Their contributions, most of them made directly or indirectly
by busiaess, provide certain people a form of leverage and “access”not
available to the rest of us. The chair of rhe political action committee at
one of tie twenty-five largest manufacturing companies in the United States
explainzd to us wty his corporation has a Pac:

The pac gives you access. It makes you a player. These congressmen,
in particular, are constantly fundraising. Their elections are very ex-
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pensive, and getting iacreasingly expensive each year. So they have an
ongoing need for funds.

It profits us in a sense to be able to provide some funds because in
the provision of it you get to know people, you help them out. There’s
ro real quid pro quo. There is nobody whase vote you can count on,
rot with the kind of money we are talking about here. But the pAC
gives you access. Putsyou in the game.

You know, some congressman has got X number of ergs of energy
and here’s a person ora company who wan:s to come see him and give
him a thousand dollars, and here’s another one who wants to just stop
ty and say hello. And he only has time to see one. Which one?So the
PAC’s an attention getter.

So-called soft money, where the amount of the contribution is unlim-
ited, might appear to be an exception: Isn’t s100,000 enough to buy a
gueranteed outcome? We will argue that it isnot, at least not in any simple
and straightforward way. PAc contributions are primarily for members of
Congress; they are for comparatively small amounts, but enough to gain
accsss to individual members of Congress. The individual member, how-
ever, has limited power. Soft money donatiors are best thought of as a way
of gaining access to the president, top party leaders,and the executivebranch.
These individuals are more powerful than ordinary members of Congress,
so zccess to them comes at a higher price. That privileged access is invalu-
able, but, as we will try to show, it does not—and is not expected to—
guaranteea quid pro quo. The following example illustrates how corporations
becefit from this “access” and how they use it to manipulate the system.

WHY DOES THE AIR STINK?

Everybody wants clean air. Who could oppcse it? “l spent seven years of
my life trying to stop the Clean Air Act,” explained the vice president ofa
major corporation that is a heavy-duty polluter. Nonetheless, he was per-
fectly willing to make campaign contributions to members who voted for
the act:

How a person votes on the final piece of legislation often is not repre-

sentative of what they have done. Somebody will do a lot of things

during the process. How many guys voted against the Clean Ai: Act?

But during the process some of them were very sympatheticto some of

our concerns.

In the world of Congress and political action committees thing?are not

aluays what they seem. Members of Congress all want to vote for clean air,
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but they also want to get campaign contributions from corporations, and
they want to pass alaw that business will accept as “reasonable.” The com-
promise solution is to gut the bill by crafting dozzns of loopholes. These
are inserted in private meetings or in subcornrnittes hearings that don’t get
much (if any) attention in the press. Then the public vote on the final bill
can be nearly unanimous. Members of Congress can reassure both their
constituents and their corporate contributors: constituents, that they voted
for the final bill; corporations, that they helped weaken it in private. Do/
lars and Voresanalyzes how this happens,clean air, and especially the Clean
Air Act of 1990, can serve as an introduition to the kind of process we try
to expose.

The public strongly supports clean air, and is unimpressed when cor-
porate officials and apologists trot out their normal arguments — “corpora-
tions are already doing all they reasonably can to improve environmertal
quality,” “we need to balance the costs against the benefits,” “people will
lose their jobs if we make controls any stricter.” Tke original Clean Air Act
was passed in 197c, revised in 1977, and not revised again until 1990. Al-
though the initial goal was to have us brsathing clean air by 1975, the dead-
line has been repeatedly extended — and the 1990 legislation provides a new
set of deadlines to be reached sometime in the distant future.

Corporations control the production process unless the government
specifically intervenes. Therefore, any delay in government action leaves
corporations free to do as they choose; business often prefers a weak,
ineffective, and unenforceable law. The laws have not only been slow to
come, but corporations have also fougkt to delay or subvert implementa-
tion. The1g7o law ordered the Environmental Protection Agency (ErA] to
regulate the hundreds of poisonous chemicals that are emitted by corpcra-
tions, but, as William Greider notes, “In twenty years of stalling, dodging,
and fighting off court orders, the ErA has managed to issue regulatory stan-
dards for a total of seven toxics.”

Corporations have done exceptionally well politically, given the prob-
lem they face: The interests of business are diametrically opposed to those
of the public. Clean air laws and amendments hzve been few and far be-
tween, enforcement is ineffective, and the penalties minimal. On the one
hand, corporations have had to pay billionsfor cleanups; on the other, the
costs to date are a small fraction of whar would be needed to actually clean
up the environment.

This corporatestruggle for the rightto pollute has taken place on many
fronts. The most visible is public relations: the Chemical Manufacturers
Association took out a two-page Earth Day ad ir the Washington Pos: to



8 ¢ DOLLARS AND VOTES

demonstrate its concern; coincidentally, the names of many of the corpo-
rate signers of this ad appear on the epa’s list of high-risk producers.”+An-
other front is expert studies that delay action while more information is
garhered. The federally funded National Acid Precipitation Assessment
Program took ten years and $600 million to figure out whether acid rain
was in fact a problem. Both business and the Reagan administration ar-
gued that nothing should be done until the study was completed.”” Ulti-
mately, the study was discredited: The “summary of findings” minimized
the impact of acid rain, sven though this did not accurately represent the
expert researca in the report. But the key site of struggle was Congress. For
years, corporations successfully defeated legislation. I'n 1987 utility compa-
nies were offered a compromise bill on acid rain, but they “were very ada-
mant that they had beat the thing since1981 and they could always beat it,”
according to Representative Edward Madigan (Republican—Illinois).® The
utilities beat back all efforts at reform through the 1980s, but their intran-
sigence probably hurt them when revisions finally cameto be made.

The stagewas set fora revision of the Cleaa Air Act when George Bush,
“theenvironmental president,” was elected, and George Mitchell, a strong
supporter of znvironmentalism, became the Senate majority leader.”” But
what sort of clean air bill would it be? “Whatwe wanred,” said Richard
Ayres, head of the environmentalists” Clean Air Coalitior, “isa health based
standard—one-in-1-million cancer risk,” a standard that would require
corporations to clean up their plants until the cancer risk from their opera-
tions was reduced to 1 in a million. “The Senate bill still has the require-
ment,” Ayres said, “butthere are forty pages of extensions and exceptions
and qualifications and loopholes that largely render the health standard a
nullity.”™® Greider reports, for example, “According to the Epa, there are
now twenty-six coke ovens that pose a cancer risk greater than 1 in 1000
and six whers the risk is greater than 1 in roo. Yet the new clean-air bill will
give the steel industry another thirty years to deal with the problem.”®

This change from what the bill was supposed to do to what it did do
came about through what corporate executives like to call the “access”pro-
cess. The principal aim of most corporate campaign contributions is to
help corporate executives gain “access” to key members of Congress and
their staffs. In these meetings, corporate executives (and corporate pac money)
work to persuade the member of Congress to accept a predesigned loop-
hole that will sound innocent but effectively undercut :he stated intention
of the bill. Representztive John D. Dingel. (Democrat—Michigan), who
was chair of the Hous: committee, is a strong industry supporter; one of
the people we intervizwed called him “the point man for the Business
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Roundtab’e on clean air.” Representative Henry A. Waxman (Democrat—
California),chair of the subcommittee, is an environmentalist. Observers
had expected a confrontation and contested votes on the floor of the Con-
gress.

The problem for corporations was that, as one Republican staff aide
said, “Ifary bill has the blessing of Waxman and the exvironmental groups,
unless it is totally in outer space, who’s zoing to vote against it?”’” But
corporations successfully minimized publiz votes. Somehow, Waxman was
persuaded to make behind-the-scenes compromises with Dingell so mem-
bers, during an election year, didn’t have to side publicly with business
against the environment.” Often the access process leads to loopholes that
protect asingle corporation, hut for “clean” air most of the special deals
targeted not specific companies but entire industries. The initial bill, for
example, required cars to be able to use carefully specified, cleaner fuels.
But the aato industry wanted the rules loosened, and Congress eventually
incorporzted a variant of a formula suggested by the head of General Mo-
tors’ fuelsand lubricants department.*

Nor did corporations stop fighting even after theygutted the bill through
amendments. Business pressed the epa fcr favorable regulations to imple-
ment the law: “The cost of this legislation could vary dramatically, de-
pending on how Epa interprets it,” said William D. Fay, vice president of
the National Coal Association, who headed the hilariously misnamed Cleaa
Air Working Group, an industrycoalition that fought to weaken the legis-
lation.’? As one epaaide working on acidrain regulations reported, “We’re
having ahard time getting our work dons because of the number of phone
calls we’re getting” from corporations and their lawyers.

Corporations trying to get federal regulators to adopt the “right” regu-
lations don’t rely exclusively on the cogency of their arguments. They of-
ten exert pressure on a member of Congress to intervene for them at rhe
EPA or cther agency. Senators and representatives regularly intervene cn
behalf o7 constituents and contributors by doing everything from straight-
ening out a social sscurity problem to asking a regulatory agency to explain
why it is pressuring a company. This process—like campaign finance —
usually follows rules of etiquette. In acdressing a regulatory agency, the
senator does not say: “Lay off my campaign contributors or I'll cut your
budget.” One standard phrasing for letters asks rzgulators to resolve tae
problem “as quickly as possible within zpplicable rules and regulations.
No matter how mild and careful the inquiry, the agency receiving the re-
quest is certain to give it extra attention; only aftsr careful consideration
will they refuse to make any accommocation.
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Soft money — unregulated megabuck contributions —also shaped what
happened to airquality. Aicher Daniz=ls Midland argued that increased use
of ethanol would reduce pollution from gasoline; coincidentally,Abm con-
trols a majority of the ethanol market. To reinforce its arguments, :n the
1992 election Abm gave 90,000 to Democrats and $600,000 to Republi-
cans, the latter supplemenred with ar. additional $200,000 as an individual
contribution from the company head, Dwayn: Andreas. Many environ-
mentalists were skeptical <bout ethanol’s value in a clean air strategy, but
President Bush issued regulations promoting wider use of ethanol; we pre-
sume he was impressed by the force of Abm's 800,000 Republican argu-
ments. Bob Dole, the1gg¢ Republican presidential candidate, helped pass
and defend special breaks for the ethanol industry; he not only appreciated
apMm's Republican contributions, but presumably approved of the more
than s1 million they gave to the American Red Cross during the period
when it was headed by his wife, Elizabeth Dole.” What about the post-
1994 Republican-controlled Congress, defenders of the free market and
opponents of government giveaways? Were they ready to end this subsidy
program, cracking down on corporate welfare as they did on people wel-
fare?Not a chance. In 1997, the Republican chair of the House Ways and
Means Commi:tee actualy attemptsd to elim:nate the special tax breaks
for ethanol. Nezdless to say, he was immediately put in his place by other
members of the Republicen leadership, including Speaker Newt Gingrich
and most of the Senate, with the subsidy locked in place for years to come,*
in spite ofa General Accounting Office report that “foundthat the erhanol
subsidy justifies none of its political boasts.”>” The Center for Responsive
Politics calculated that apwm, its executives and pAc, made more than $1
million in campaign contributions o- various types; the only thing that had
changed was that in 1996, with a Cemocratic president, this money was
“divided more or less evenly between Republicans and Democrats.””

The dispariry in power between business and environmentalists looms
large during the legislative process, but it is enormous afterward. When the
Clean Air Act passed, cororations and industry groups offered positions,
typically with lzrge pay increases, to congressional staff members whc wrote
the law. The former congressional stiff members who now work for corpo-
rations both krow how to evade the law and can persuasively claim to erA
that they knowwhat Congress intended. Environmental organizations pay
substantially less than Congress anc can’t afford large staffs. They are sel-
dom able to become involved in the details of the administrative pracess or
to influence implementation and enforcement.®

Having pushed Congress and ths Environmental Protection Agency to
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allow as much pollution as possible, business then went to the Quayle council
for rules allowing even more pollution. Vice President J. Danforth Quayle’s
council, technically known as the “Council on Competitiveness,” was cre-
ated by President Bush specifically to help reduce regulations an business.
Quayle told the Bostrz Globe “that his council has an ‘open door’ to busi-
ness groups and that he has a bias against regulations.”° During the Bush
administration, this council reviewed, and could override, all regulations,
including those by the epa setting the limits at which a chemical was sub-
ject to regulation. The council also recommended that corporations be
allowed to increase their polluting emissions if a state did not object within
seven day: of the proposed increase. Corporations thus have multiple op-
portunities to win. If they lose in Congress, they can win at the regulatory
agency; if they lose there, they can try aga:n at the Quayle council (or later
equivalent). If they lose there, they can try to reduce the money available to
enforce regulations, or tie the issue up in the courts, or plan on accepting a
minimal fne.

The operation ofthe Quayle council would probably have received little
publicity, but reportzrs discovered that the executive director of the coun-
cil, Allan Hubbard, had a clear conflict of interest. Hubbard chaired the
biweekly White House meetings on the Clean Air Act. He owned half of
World Wide Chemical, received an average of more than st million a year
in profits from it while directing the Quayle council, and continued to
attend quarterly stockholder meetings. According to the Beston Globe,
“Records an file with the Indianapolis Air Pollution Control Board show
that World Wide Chemical emitted17,0co to 19,000pounds of chemicals
into the air” in 1991.* At that time the company did “not have the permit
required to release the emissions,” was “putting out nearly four times the
allowable emissions without a permit, and could be subject to a $2,500-a-
day penalzy” according to David Jordan, director of the Indiznapolis Air
Pollution Board.?’

This does not, however, mean that business always gets exzctly what it
wants. In 997, the Environmental Protection Agency proposed tough new
rules for soot and smog. Business fought hard to weaken or eliminate the
rules: hiring experts from pro-business tkink tanks) to attack the scientific
studies susporting the regulations and putting a raft of lobbyists (“manyof
them former congressional staffers,” the Washington Postreported®) to work
securing the signatures of 250 members of Congress questioning the stan-
dards. Bu: the laterggos version of these iadustry mobilizations adds a new
twist — creating a pseudo-grassroots campaign. For example, business, op-
erating under a suitably disguised name (Foundation for Clean Air Progress),
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paid for television ads telling farmers that the EPA rules would prohibit
them from plowing on dry windy days, with other ads predicting the epA
rules “would lead to forced carpooling or bans on outdoor barbecues—
claims the era dismisses as ridiculous.”* Along with the ads, industry worked
to mobilize local politicians and business executives in what business groups
called a “grass tops” campaign.

Despite a massive industry campaign, EpA head Carol Browner remained
firm, and President Clinton was persuaded to go along. Of course, indus-
try immediately began working on ways to undercut -he regulations with
congressional loopholes and exceptions— but business had suffered a de-
feat, and proponents of clean air (that is, most of the rest of us) had won at
least a temporary and sartial victory. And who leads tne struggles to over-
turn or uphold these regulations? Just as before, Diagell and Waxman;
Republicans “are skittish about challenging” the rules publicly. “so they
gladly defer to Dingell as their surrogate.”” Dingell’s forces have more than
130 cosponsors (aboutone-third of them Democrats) for a bill to. in effect,
override the epa standards.

In business—government relazions most attention becomes focused on
instances ofscandal. The real issue, however, is not one or another scandal
or conflict of interest, but rather the system of business—government rela-
tions, and especially o” campaigr finance, that offers business so many op-
portunities to craft loopholes, undermine regulations, and subvert
enforcement. Still worse, many of these actions take slace beyond public
scrutiny. Dollars and Votes analyzes not just the exceptional cases, but the
day-to-day reality of corporate government relations.

WHY BUSINESS?

Dollars and Votesfocuses on business and the way it usss money and power
to subvert the democratic process. This runs counter to the conventional
wisdom, wkich treats all campaign contributions as equally problematic. A
“balanced”and “objective” approach would, we are :old, condemn both
business and labor; each reform rhat primarily restricts business should be
matched by one that restricts labor. We’ve heard these arguments, thought
them over, and rejected them. They assume that what we have now is “bal-
ance” and that all changes should reinforce the existing relations of power.
We see no reason to accept that as an a priori assumption.

Why are business campaign contributions more ofa problemthan con-
tributions by labor (or women, or environmentalists)’ First, because busi-
ness contributes far more money. According to a study by the Center for
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Responsive Politics,*, in the last election business outspent labor by an 11
to 1 margin. Most reports about campaign finance give the impression that
labor contributes roughly as much as business—a distortion of the reality.

Second, aswe argue in Chapter 6, beyond the world of campaign finance,
business has far more power than labor, women’s groups, or environmer -
talists.

Third, business uses campaign contributions in a way few other groups
do, as part of an “access” process that provides corporations a chance to
shape the details of legislation, crafting lcopholes that undercut the stated
purpose of the law. Other groups do this on rare occasions; business does
so routinsly. Businesses are far more likz=ly than o:her donors to give to
both sidesin arace; nearly all the soft money donors whc gave to both sides
were corporations (see Chapter 4).

Fourth, there is a fundamental difference between corporate and laber
pac contributions. That difference is democracy; unions have it, corpors-
tions don’t. This overwhelmingly important distinction is concealed by
almost all public discussion. No one talks about it, no one seems to take :t
seriously. There is a virtual embargo on any mention of this fact, but :t
merits serious consideration.

The original legislation ratifying the creation of pacs, passed in 1971
and amerded in 1974 after Watergate, intended that corporations and la-
bor uniors be treated in parallel fashion. In each case, the organization was
permitted a special relationship to the group that democratically controlled
it—stockholders in the case of corporaticns, members in the case of labor
unions. The organization was permitted to communicate with those indi-
viduals and their families on any issue (ircluding political issues), to con-
duct registration and get-out-the-vote campaigns, and to ask those people
for voluntary contributions to a political action committee.

In the 1975 sun—pac decision, the Federal Election Commission, for
almost the only time in its existence, took a bold step. In fact, it essentially
threw out a key part of the law and ther rewrote ir, permitting corpora-
tions to solicit pAc contributions not just from their stockholders but also
from their managerial employees. This had two consequences. First, cot-
porate pacs—but no others— are able to coerce people to contribute. Sec-
ond, corporateracs are not, even in theory, democratically controlled. Each
of these consequences needs to be examined.

Neither stockholders nor union members can be coerced to contrib-
ute —the organization doesn’t have power over them, they have power over
the organization. Managers, however, car.be coerced. As a result, vircually
all corporate pAc money comes from employees rather than stockholders.
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[f your boss comes t you and asks for a contribution, saying he or she
hopes thatall team players will be generous, it’s not easy for you, an ambi-
rious young manager, to say no. Some companies apparently do not pres-
sure employees to contribute, but others do. For example, at one company
we studied, the head »f government relations told us that each year he and
the company’s lobby-st go to each work unit and hold an employee meet-
ing: “Wetalk about the pac and what it means to the company and what it
means to tiem as individuals, and we solicit their membership; if they are
members, we solicit an increase in their gift.” Then the employees’ boss is
asked “to get up and say why they are members and why they think it’s
important for an employee to be a member.” The upper-level manager
clearly has no confidentiality, which in itself sends a key message to others.
Anumber of coercive elements converge in this solicitation: The meeting
is public, employees are to commit themselves then and there in the public
meeting, the boss recommends that subordinates contribute, and an im-
pression is probably conveyed that the boss will be evaluated on the basis of
his or her employees’ participation rate. The pac chair insists there is no
pressure, but admits employees feel differently:
And yet regardless of how many times you say that, there’s always go-
ing to be some emoloyees who feel that you got them into that meet-
ing to put pressure on. But if they feel pressure it’s self-imposed from
the standpoint of the solicitation. Because there will be several of us,
including myself, who will get up and say, we want you to be a mem-
ber and here’s why.
However, even his definition of “no pressure” is cause for concern: “Butas
far as a manager or anybody getting up and telling you that if you don’t
participate we’re going to fire you, .. .there’s no pressure.” No one is told
they will te fired for failing to Contribute, but it seems probable that they
will assume their boss will be disappointed and that their Contribution or
noncontri>ution Will be remembered at promotion time.

The second consequence of the 1975 sun—pac decision is even more
important. Corporate pacs are not democratic. Many corporations have
steering committees that vote to decide to whom the pac will contribute,
but the committees are appointed, the corporate hierarchy selects indi-
viduals who are expected to take the corporate purpose as their own, and
managers know that they will be evaluated on their performance on the
committee. As one sznior Vvice president explained: “Policy is made by the
top of thecompany, and it filters down. They tell you what they want, and
you do it.”

The internal functioning of corporate pacs suggests how they relate to
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and value democracy. Most aspects of the political system are beyond the
direct control of corporations, but they can determine how their pacs oper-
ate and make decisions. As a result, in all but a handful of corporate pacs
democratic control is not even a theoretical possibility. The pac raises its
money from employees, but employees do not ard cannot vote on the
leadership or direction of either the pAc or the corpcration. The pac officer
who is responsible for the day-to-day details of running the pac is appointed.
No corporation elects its pAc officer —any more than corporate employees
elect any other official. While pacs do sometimes -hange political direc-
tion, this happens because the corporation is acquired or because a new
ceo takes office, not because contributors are dissatisfied.”

Not only the pac officer is appointed. Virtually all pac steering com-
mittees are appointed, not elected. The chair of one of the handful with
elections =xplained:

W e have a steering committee that’s elected by ths members. We send
out baliots for the steering committee. It’s a Russian election’” admit-
tedly —there is a slate of nominees and there is an opportunity for
people to write in but as a practical matter it’s almost impossible for a
write-in to win.
Theonlycorporation that reported having some contested elections agreed
that, in general: “1t is an elected-appointive; it’skird of a pseudo-election
| guess iswhat it arounts to.”

We might expect those ideological corporations rhat stress general prin-
ciples of support for democracy and the “free”enterprise system to be ex-
ceptions to the undemocratic organization of corporatepacs. Not at all. At
one corporation that boasted about its wholehearted support of the “free
enterprise system,” the chair of the pac Committee matter-of-factly noted:
“If our [company] chairman said we are going to have a certain kind of
pAc, thenwe’d have an option of resigning or doingit the way he wanted.
At another ideological corporation, z// members of the pAc committee are
among the top ten corporate officers. In pac committee deliberations, we
were told, “It’s never heated bzcause it’snot a very democratic system.”

The rondemocratic character of corporate pacs is consistent with the
principles guiding the corporarion as awhole. Corporations are not run on
democratic principles; employees don’tvote on corporate leadership or
policies. Many corporate execatives are dubious about democracy in gen-
eral. Leonard Silk and David Vogel attended a set of meetings organized by
the Conference Board for top executives They concluded:

While critics of business worry about the atrophyof American democ-
racy, the concern in the nation’s boardrooms is precisely the opposite.
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For an executive, democracy in America is work.ng all too well —that
is the problem.”
Campaign contributions are (part of) th= solution :o the “problem” of de-
mocracy.

OUR RESEARCH

Because of business’s uniquely importart role, because corporate pacs are
nondemocratic in away that other pacs are not, and because tusiness is by
far the most important factor in the “access” process, most of our research
focuses on corporations. We have been studying campaign finarce for fifteen
years, and this book draws on at least five sources of information. First and
foremost, we draw on 38 in-depth interviews with corporate executives,
most of them conducted in 1988 and 19¢9, each roaghly an hour long; 79
percent of them were tape-recorded and transcribed, yielding hundreds of
pages of :ranscripts. The corporations we interviewed are a representative
sample; their pacs are similar to those of all large corporate pacs in terms of
contributions to Democrats versus Republicans and incumbents versus
challengers.*

To encourage candor, we promised our informartsthat we would main-
tain the confidentiality of both the individuals and the corporations in-
volved. The most common question we were asked while arranging the
interviews, a question repeated again at the beginning of the interview it-
self, concerned confidentiality. People errphasized taey were willing to talk
either with or without confidentiality, but made t clear they would be
more forthcoming with a promise of coafidentiality. The mzin question
was someversion of: “Am | going to be secing this on 60 Minuzes or reading
it on the ront page of the Washington Pss#2”+ Informant confidentiality is
approprizte in this study because our focus is not onone or another specific
instance of abuse, but rather on the systematic abuses that are inherent in
the everyday operation of the campaign finance system. T he corporate ex-
ecutives we interviewed made some revealing statements; we were impressed
by the extent to which they were willing to be candid and honest. Did they
tell us everything? No way. In our interviews, people rarely nzmed names
or revealed specifics. We’resure that, if scme pac officer switched sides and
really wolc all, the material would be much juicier. Eut we wouldn’t advise
you to hold your breath waiting for that -0 happen, and it’s amazing what
corporate officials 4id tell us.

A second source of information is our analysis of all the “soft money”
donations for 1992, 1994, and 1996 (the only years for which the data are

«
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publicly available). We analyzed not only donations by corporations, but
also by labor unions, individuals, trade association;, women’sgroups, envi-
ronmertalists, single-issue organizations — you name it. These are the do-
nations that have attracted the most attention of late, and have been the
focus in Clinton’s campaign finance scandals. For avariety of reasons, above
all, the difficulty ofworking with the dara, far lesssystematicattention has
been paid to these contributions than to pacs; what little attention has
been given to soft money has focused on a handful of the lergest donors.
Although they are important, that focus distorts the larger picture.

Third, we have analyzed the pac donations of tie largest corporate PACs
for every election from1976 through 1996, an average of mor: than 20,000
donations per election.* Fourth, we occasionally draw on a mail survey of
a random sample of corporate pAc directors, conducted in 1986, with a
response rate of 58 percent (much higher than most surveys of pacs). Fi-
nally, we read everything we can get our hands on, search the Web, and in
general collect every miscellaneous piece of information we can find on
campaign finance.

Dollars «nd Vozes uses corporate executives’ own words to explair how business
uses campaign finance and the access process to influence and subvert—
our word, emphatically not theirs — the democratic system. The remainder
of this chapter reviews the current state of campaign finance law, briefly
sets out what will be covered in the remainder of the book, and introduces
three thsoretical issues that are important to our argument.

THE CURRENT LAW

The most provocative and also probablythe most accurate beginning point
is that there is, in effect, no law. Or, rather, an untold number of laws and
regulations exist, but a determined donor can getaround them. The mo-
rass of regulations creates enormous hassles for both candidates and do-
nors, makes life more difficult for those attempting to use money to dominate
the system, and provides a significant measure of public disclosure. But it
does nor prevent outrageous abuses, and it sancticns a system whose nor-
mal operation involves exchanging money for special influence. In prac-
tice, campaign finance is today less regulated than it has been at any time
since 1907 (when the Tillman Act was dassed). That is the starting point
for any discussion of the law; the rest should b= thought of as a map
showing the obstacles placed in the way of smart lawyers, candidates, and
donors.



18 ¢ DOLLARS AND VOTES

We won’ttry to cover all the technicalities of the current law; the out-
lines are confusing enough. Individuals may contribute s1,000 per candi-
date per e.ection. But since most candidates face both a primary and a
general election, that limit doubles; the creative use of family members can
further expand it. No individual may contribute more than $25,000 in
total (to all candidates) per year, though people may also contribute 5,000
per year to a PAC.

Political action committees, or PACs, are entities that collect money from
many conuibutors, pool it, and then make donations to candidates. Cor-
porations, unions, ard trade associations may sponsor pacs, paying all of
their operating expenses (rent, phone, mailings, the salaries of individuals
who work only on the pac), but they can’t put their own money directly,
into the pac, because all Pac money must come from voluntary donations.
Pacs may contribute up to 5,000 per candidate per election (with prima-
ries again doubling the limit), and may give an unlimited total amount.

Candicates must disclose all pAc donations (of any size), the names of
all individuals who donate $200 or more, and the total amount spent and
received (including the amounts received from donations of less than $200).
Pacs must disclose all donations, and report the names of all individuals
who contribute $200 or more.

By far the most important recent change in campaign finance is the
explosion of so-callec soft money (analyzed in Chapter 4).“Hard money”
refers to donarions made (more or less) within the framework of the law as
it was originally intended; “soft money” — whichcould equally well be called
“loopholemoney” —ismoney that escapes the requirements of federal law.
_ike most such distinctions, it’s less clear than it seems—for example, a
2991 federal regulatioa requires that soft money contributions be reported:
That reporting is itself a (minimal) form of regulation.

Soft money differs from hard money in two critical ways. First, there is
absolutely no limit on the amount of the contribution. A corporation can
jive one hundred thousand dollars, a million dollars, or more. Second,
corporatioas, unions. and other organizations can take the money directly
from their central treasuries. Pacs must get their money from (at least sup-
posedly) voluntary donations by individuals to the pac. That placed some
limit on corporate giving. Stockholders contributed very little, and although
corporations could successfully coerce the money out of their managers,
doing so became, at least, a problem. Now corporations may take the money
directly out of their t-easuries—and they have astonishingly deep pockets.

The Federal Election Commission (FEC)is supposed to monitor candi-
dates and contributors and enforce the rules, but it is underfunded and
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takes — literally —years to reach decisions. In terras of action, the rec is
paralyzed on most important issues, since by lav its commissioners are
evenly balanced — three Democrats and :hree Republicans — but it requires
amajority vote to act. Typically, the Fec takes (roughly) forever to official-
ly consider a violation. Then it either fails to reach any decision or imposes
a mininal fine. In one typical case, Republicar Conrad Burns’s 1988
election victory inaolved apparent campaign finance violations. His six-
year Senate term was nearly over before the FEc managed to consider the
case.
The rec commissioners eventually agreed that tens of thousands of
dollars had improperly poured into thz race in violation of federal stat-
utes. But there the matter stalled as the commissioners deadlocked
along party lines through 1; inconclusive votes on how to proceed.
In the end, of course, the Fec did what it usually does — nothing. Burns is
now well into his szcond term. He probably doesr’t lie awake nights wor-
rying about some fearsome punishment he might face for his campaign
finance violations.

OVERVIEW

Chapter 2 analyzer the campaign contribution itself—how it should be
understood, the criteria corporations use in deciding on donations, what
corporations give aver and beyond reported donations. We argue that pac
contributions — and even huge soft money donatioas——are best understood
as gifts, not bribes They create a generalized sense of obligation and an
expectation of murual back-scratching. We also look at the way corpora-
tions present money to candidates: Whit really gces on at a fundraiser?

In Chapter 3, we investigate the “access” process. These are the dona-
tions observers find most troubling. A corporation plays on a member’s
sense ofindebtedness for past contributions in order to gain access to that
member. In comm:ttee hearirgs and private meetirgs, the corporation then
persuades the member to rnzke “minor” changes in a bill — changes, say,
that exempt a particular company or industry from some specific provi-
sion.

Chapter 4 looks at soft money, the inregulated area whose megabuck
donations are at the center of recent campaign finance scandals. We argue
these are another form of “access” donztions, but here the access is to the
presidert or to parry leaders, so the entry cost increases dramatically. Busi-
ness dominates this form of giving.

Even some corporations are troubled by this “access” approach, and
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Chapter s considers the alternative: donations to close races intended to
change the ideological composition of the Congress. In the 1980¢election a
substantial group of zorporations pursued an ideological strategy. We ar-
zue this was one of the reasons for the conservative successesof that period,
and we examine why many of these corporations changed to access-ori-
=nted behavior. Thereafter, however, only a small number of corporations
used this as their primary strategy, though most corporations make some
such donations. Corporate mobilization was not, however, the key t0 1994
Republican congressional victories. This is a paradox we explore.

Chapter 6 investigates the degree of political unity among corporations.
Do competing firms or industries oppose each other in Washington, so
that one business’s political donations cancel out those of another corpora-
tion or industry? Mcre generally, how much power does business have in
our society, and how does its political power relate to its economic activity?

The book concludes with an examination of the Clinton scandals, the
incidents that have reaewed interest in campaign contributionsand spawned
a host of investigations, and of the possibilities for reform. Corporate ex-
ecutives are not worried about reform. They don’t expect any meaningful
changes, and they assume that if “reforms” are enacted, they will be easily
evaded. We use the analysis developed throughout the book to indicate
briefly why most reform proposals would be ineffective. We end by sketch-
ing a proposal that we believe would lead to meaningful and enduring
reform. [t won’t be easy to enact such a reform, but we hope that if people
understand how the current system operates and what would be needed to
clean it up, they will demand significant change. One promising develop-
ment is a movement to place real reform proposals on state ballot initia-
tives, thusappealing directly to voters and circumventing Congress’s usual
strategy of burying reforms in committee.

In developing ou:- analysis, in the remainder of this chapter and in most
chapters in this book, we further explore three points. First, power is exer-
cised in many loose and subtle ways, not simply through the visible use of
force and threats. Power may, in fact, be most effective, and most limiting,
when it structures thz conditions for action —eventhough in these circum-
stances it may be hard to recognize. Thus campaign contributions can and
do exercise enormous influence by creating a sense of obligation, even if
there is no explicit agreement to perform a specific service in return for a
donation. Second, business is different from, and more powerful than, other
groups in society. As a result, corporations and their campaign contribu-
tions frequently produce effects that other groups could not match simply
by raising equivalent amounts of money. Third, this does not mean that
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