
John McCain Endorses 
NC's Judicial Reform
On October 20th, the North Carolina Center for Voter Education, in cooperation with the Reform

Institute of Alexandria, Virginia, brought U.S. Senator John McCain to North Carolina.  Senator

McCain promoted the state’s unique system that offers optional public funding of judicial campaigns to

candidates who adhere to spending limits, and provides nonpartisan information about judicial candi-

dates to voters in North Carolina.

The day began with a press conference attended by multiple television, radio and print media outlets,

as well as several students from Meredith College. Judge Ed Wilson, Chairman of the North Carolina

Center for Voter Education, introduced the Senator.

“Senator John McCain has been at the forefront of the battle for campaign finance reform in the

United States,” Judge Wilson said. “The measures he has proposed and supported are aimed at return-

ing fairness and parity to our elections, thereby returning our political process to its origins and power

to the people.”

“The battle for reform shifts from the federal elections to the state level,” Senator McCain began, “and

we’ll continue this fight for campaign finance reform throughout America.”

Senator McCain lauded North Carolina’s reform movement.

continued on page 3
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Senator John McCain on why
the Judicial Campaign Reform
Act is important.

“This provision in the law in

North Carolina is important

because poll after poll after poll

shows us that the method of

selecting judges and members

of the judiciary in some states is

not only highly suspect but in

some states does not have the

confidence of the voter and the

citizens. If the citizens lose confi-

dence in their ability to get a fair

hearing in a court of law,

because of the way judges are

selected, it will be a fundamental

breakdown in our democratic

system.”

More excerpted remarks of Sen.
McCain inside on page 3.

What’s in this issue?

• More on McCain Visit

• TV Air Time At Issue

• Money & the Presidential Election
The NC Senate passed a reform measure that would allow some cities and
counties to enact their own campaign reforms; see page 4 for more.

did you know. . .

Senator John McCain with 

Judge Ed Wilson. 
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Executive Notes
It's my pleasure to welcome you to the NC Center for Voter

Education's newsletter. I have inherited this duty from our

former Chairman, Robert Morgan, who recently retired - or

was promoted, depending on your point of view - to

Chairman Emeritus of the Board. Senator Morgan will con-

tinue his board service in this role, sharing his inspiring

leadership. His vision for the Center, as an organization

dedicated to educating all North Carolinians about the ben-

efits of democracy and reforming campaigns and govern-

ment, remains the modus operandi of what we do every

day.

If you attended our lunch with Senator John McCain in

Raleigh on October 20th, I’m sure you will agree with the

statement that Senator McCain delighted the more than

200 of us who packed into Belk Hall at Meredith College.

The Senator spoke at length about why he believed in cam-

paign finance reform, and why he endorses our state’s

innovative judicial campaign reform plan. You will find

extensive coverage of Senator McCain’s visit in this edition

of The Reform Letter. Even more is available online at

www.ncjudges.org.

One theme of Senator McCain’s remarks that day was how

important it was for North Carolinians to show their sup-

port for campaign finance reform. In his own words: “I

think this [judicial campaign reform] can be the model

here, and I am strongly in support of it, and I hope we can

get the kind of support throughout the state of North

Carolina that it deserves.” His message was clear: you can

help. Senator John McCain has been at the forefront of the

battle for campaign finance reform in the United States.

The measures he has proposed and supported are aimed at

returning fairness and parity to our elections, thereby

returning our political process to its origins and power to

the people. His recent visit inspires us to keep up his fight

here in North Carolina.

Judge Ed Wilson
Chairman, NC Center for Voter Education

John McCain with (from top to bottom) Center Board Member Lori Ann

Harris, Center Executive Director Chris Heagarty, Capitol Broadcasting

Company President Jim Goodmon, Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation

Executive Director Tom Ross, President of the Z. Smith Reynolds Board of

Trustees Mary Mountcastle, and an unidentified Meredith College student.

Photos by David Spratte



ncvotered.com
Streaming video and still photographs from Senator
McCain’s visit to North Carolina are available online at
ncvotered.com.

Help Fund Fairness
Campaign Is Underway
The Center for Voter Education has been hard at work educating North

Carolinians about their opportunity to help fund fairness by making a vol-

untary $3 designation to the Public Campaign Financing Fund on their

state income tax forms. This Fund was created last year with the passage

of the Judicial Campaign Reform Act, and the $3 designations made on

tax forms will generate the majority of the funds for the production of the

voter guide, and the candidate’s campaigns.

Currently, the Center and our partners in this effort are obtaining com-

mitments from various community groups and elected officials to partici-

pate in the help fund fairness campaign. Some people are pledging to

write a letter to the editor, or to friends and family encouraging participa-

tion, while others have promised to publish an article about the Fund in

an organizational newsletter. In addition to these activities, we are also

scheduling state-wide presentations, and continuing our effort to collect

names on a statement of support.

If you would like to get involved, be sure to visit the “Take Action” section

of our campaign website at: www.ncjudges.org. By logging on, you’ll be

able to mail or email a letter to the editor of your local paper; download a

letter to send to friends and family encouraging them to support the Fund

by making the $3 designation on their tax forms; and add your name to

the list of more than one thousand other North Carolinians who support

judicial reform. 

McCain Luncheon
continued from page 1

“I’m very much in favor of this Judicial Campaign Reform Act.  You will

see efforts in other states throughout this country to enact the same,”

McCain said, highlighting the uniqueness of North Carolina’s reforms.  “I

think this can be the model here, and I am strongly in support of it, and I

hope we can get the kind of support throughout the state of North

Carolina that it deserves.”

After the press conference, the Senator greeted over 50 supporters of

campaign reform at a private reception in Meredith College's Alumnae

Hall. 

Senator McCain then delivered the keynote address at a luncheon that

raised over $15,000 for the public campaign financing fund. The luncheon

drew over 200 participants, including many high court judges, along 

with state opinion leaders, the media, students, and campaign reformers. 

Proceeds from the event will help the state to issue its first nonpartisan

voter guide of judicial candidates to help educate people about 

these important races. Further, it will help fund the new system of 

voluntary public campaign financing designed to aid judicial candidates 

in getting their message out without having to rely on large political 

contributions. 

ncjudges.org
Visit the “Take Action” section of ncjudges.org to get
involved in the “Say Yes”campaign.

Excerpted Remarks of Senator John McCain

On the value of the judicial voter guide.

“I believe that if you are going to have the election of judges, you

ought to make sure that there is enough process in place to make

sure that the voters are informed. An important part of this law is

that there will be information put out, at public expense, as to what

the background and qualification of what those judicial candidates

are. This is not a perfect solution, but it is certainly better than the

status quo.”

On judicial campaign conduct.

“I would offer a cautionary message to judges that would perhaps

allow more politicization of the judicial selection process. The trust

of the American people is a very tenuous thing. And more and

more young Americans are declaring themselves Independents and

more and more young Americans are expressing their frustration

with the political process as it exists. The most respected branch of

government is obviously the judiciary. But if the selection of judges

or the re-election of judges becomes more and more politicized,

they risk that esteem with which they are held by the American

voter.”



NC Reform Groups Have
Busy Fall
On October 22nd, the League of Women Voters of Carteret County host-

ed a voter education event called “The Media and Elections – Shaking Up

the Status Quo.” Using the 2002 North Carolina judicial elections and

public policy changes regarding judicial campaign finance as context, an

expert panel discussed the media's influence on campaigning and election

outcomes. 

The catch: those who were not able to attend the panel discussion in

Morehead City were able to watch the entire discussion live thanks to a

real-time “webcasting” of the event. By way of email, participants were

able to ask questions whether they were on site in Carteret County, or

across the world. Streaming video of the discussion is archived online at

www.beforeyouvote.us

Common Cause/North Carolina hosted its annual fundraiser on October

23rd at a dinner gathering in Raleigh. Common Cause’s national president

Chellie Pingree was the keynote speaker. Attendees also heard from lumi-

naries such as Capitol Broadcasting Company CEO Jim Goodmon and

Congressmen Richard Burr and David Price on subjects from campaign

finance to media ownership reform. (See page seven for an op-ed by

Pingree and CC/NC Executive Director Bob Phillips on the dangers of

media consolidation).

The Hayti Heritage Center in Durham was the place to be on November

1st when Democracy North Carolina joined with the Institute for

Southern Studies to honor Bob Hall, research director for DNC, for his

longstanding commitment to documenting the shortcomings of our cam-

paign finance system. 

Supreme Court Upholds
McCain-Feingold Law
On December 10th the U.S. Supreme Court ruled as constitutional key

provisions of the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (BCRA), better known

as McCain-Feingold. The Court ruled that the Congressional ban of

unlimited donations to political parties was permissible and in-line with

attempts to prohibit corruption or the appearance of corruption. The

Court also upheld regulations of political “issue” advertising in the weeks

before an election.

“The American public can now have confidence that their elected officials

are no longer able to exploit a gaping loophole in the campaign finance

laws of our nation,” said Robert Morgan, the former US Senator who

serves as Chairman Emeritus of the NC Center for Voter Education. 

The major effect of the decision will be to finally close the loophole that

had allowed sitting Congressmen, Senators and even Presidents to directly

solicit large cash infusions from trade unions, corporations and wealthy

individuals. Direct contributions from the treasuries of unions and corpo-

rations have been banned under federal law for years. But political opera-

tives devised a way to evade the law, putting a premium on contributions

from special interests or wealthy individuals, drowning out the voice of

the average voters and spiraling the cost of political campaigns.

Senator Morgan was realistic, however, about the long-term challenges of

money in politics. 

continued on page 7

Bill to Enable Local Campaign Finance Reform Options
Passes State Senate
Large municipalities and counties would be allowed to create voluntary public campaign financing programs for local offices in a measure approved by

the State Senate shortly before the adjournment of the legislative session in July. The bill now goes to the State House for consideration.

The measure, Senate Bill 760 (sponsored by Sen. Wib Gulley, D-Durham) was approved about two weeks after the State Board of Elections decided

that municipalities were corporations and couldn't make donations to political candidates. This decision stymied local governments that were studying

the possibility of publicly financed local elections. 

However, the legislation would allow many municipalities, or counties, the option of creating uniform public financing programs if they were over a cer-

tain size: 80,000 people for counties and 40,000 for municipalities. 

The ruling expanded a decision by the board last year involving the town of Cary, which had established the state's first voluntary public financing pro-

gram for town council candidates in 2001. That plan reimbursed candidates for their campaign expenses if they agreed to spending limits. 

The board issued an opinion, after the town had reimbursed candidates participating in the plan, that argued Cary had broken the law and ordered can-

didates to return any money they had received over the $4,000 limit set as the legal limit for contributions by individuals or political action committees.

The board decision was upheld in the courts on appeal. 

The Senate Bill, in addition to affirming the legality of local government contributions to candidates participating in publicly financed elections, also

clarifies that such grants to candidates aren't subject to the $4,000 limit placed upon donations from political action committees or individuals. 



Congress Reconsiders Media
Ownership Rules
Shortly after the Federal Communications Commission’s (FCC) decision

that relaxed three rules of media ownership, both the House and Senate

Appropriations Committees voted to overturn two of the rules. 

The rules that were overturned would have increased the amount of

households that a single broadcast group’s television stations are permit-

ted to reach, and would have lifted the ban on a broadcast groups’ ability

to own more than one TV station per market. 

Opponents of the new rules pointed out that decreasing the number of

sources that determine what information and programming are available

to consumers is a threat to democracy. The chief sponsor of the provision

in the House, Rep. David Obey (D-Wisconsin), likened information in the

democratic system to blood in the human body, and stated, “I think we're

in danger of shutting off the blood supply of the democracy.”

Soon after the votes of the House and Senate committees, the full Senate

enacted a “resolution of disapproval” of all the rules: the increased owner-

ship cap; the ban on ownership of multiple stations in one market; and a

third rule, the lifting of the ban on cross ownership of a newspaper and a

television station in the same market.

The resolution of disapproval is now in the House, where it is expected to

face a tough fight. 

Free Air Time Bill Introduced
in U.S. Senate
On July 30th, U.S. Senators John McCain (R-Arizona), Russell Feingold

(D-Wisconsin), and Richard Durbin (D-Illinois) introduced a bill that will

provide the electorate with more information about candidates and issues

at election time, while at the same time reduce the demand for money in

the political system. 

The bill, called the Our Democracy, Our Airwaves Act, will: require tele-

vision and radio stations to air a minimum of two hours a week of issue-

based election coverage in the weeks preceding both primary and general

elections; enable qualifying candidates for federal office to receive vouch-

ers that can be used to place advertisements on the television or radio sta-

tion of their choice; and close loopholes in the 30-year old lowest unit

charge provision to ensure that stations cannot jack-up their advertising

prices for political advertisers as election day draws closer, a practice

which is currently commonplace among stations nation-wide.

Broadcast stations receive free licenses from the federal government to

operate their stations over the publicly owned airwaves, and in return for

these free licenses stations sign an agreement that says they will operate

“in the public interest”. However, between the minimal coverage of cam-

paign issues and the high prices of campaign advertising, few stations

actually fulfill their public interest obligations at election time. 

“Voters in North Carolina deserve more than 30-second attack ads – they

deserve to be fully informed about the issues and their choices in elec-

tions so they can make informed decisions,” said Meredith McGehee,

President of the Alliance for Better Campaigns, a Washington, DC-based

public interest organization that has assembled a coalition of over 60

national, state, and local groups that support the measure. “The Our

Democracy Our Airwaves Act will ensure that North Carolina broadcast-

ers do a better job at fulfilling their current statutory obligation to serve

the public interest, rather than simply focusing on their bottom lines,”

McGehee concluded.

During the 2002 election cycle, North Carolina-based television stations

took in more than $16 million dollars from the sale of political advertise-

ments. However, some television stations did work to fulfill their public

interest obligations, including WSOC in Charlotte, and Capitol

Broadcasting affiliates statewide (anchored by WRAL in Raleigh) which

offered voluntary free air time segments to candidates in the 2002 elec-

tions.  And although cable stations are not held to the same public interest

obligations as broadcast stations, it's important to note that News 14

Carolina cable stations also provided a significant amount of free air time

during the 2002 campaign. 

Jim Goodmon, President of Capitol Broadcasting Company, introduced

Senator John McCain to the audience at the October 20th lunch. Mr.

Goodmon's network has been a leading practitioner of free air time for

political candidates. Mr. Goodmon has also been a vocal opponent of the

FCC's changes to media ownership rules. Photo by David Spratte



Proposals on Table to Fix
Presidential Financing Fund 
Democratic presidential candidates Howard Dean and John Kerry made

big news in November when they announced that their campaigns would

forego public financing for the 2004 presidential primary elections. They

become the first eligible Democrats to have opted out of the presidential

public financing fund since its inception. Republican George W. Bush

opted out of the system in his 2000 primary campaign and will do so again

this election cycle.

The Presidential Election Campaign Fund was engineered to replace the

money raised from well-connected donors, and to eliminate the percep-

tion that the nation’s highest office was for sale. The fund matches dona-

tions up to $250 in the primary elections, pays for the parties' political

conventions, finances the campaigns of the major-party candidates in the

general election and sets spending limits for both the primary and general

elections. 

The “opt-out” announcements, first by Dean and then by Kerry, con-

firmed a fear held by many campaign finance reform groups: that the

matching funds system, designed in the wake of the Watergate scandal in

the mid-1970s, is out of date and in need of a tune-up.

Chief among the concerns are that the fund is slowly becoming insolvent,

due to a declining percentage of Americans checking off the box on their

federal tax form, and that candidate spending limits are too low and are

inflexible. Suggested proposals for reform include raising the tax check-off

designation from $3 to $5 and raising the primary spending limit to $75

million (under such a scenario, the public financing portion would rise to

$37.5 million from the current $19 million).

Federal Elections Commissioner Scott Thomas wrote in a July 1, 2003

New York Times op-ed: “These changes would provide a candidate

enough money to get through the entire nomination period - including

the lull between the early primary spending binge and the late-summer

conventions. And it would give a participating candidate a fighting chance

against a well-heeled candidate. The program would be large enough to

persuade virtually all candidates to accept public financing in the primary

as well as the general election.” 

Study Reveals “Color” of
Presidential Money
A study by Democracy North Carolina, a nonpartisan money-in-politics

research group, examined 1,436 donors who are identified by name on

disclosure reports because they gave a presidential candidate over $200 in

2003. It is believed to be the first comprehensive analysis of the race and

gender of all identified campaign contributors from a state to presidential

candidates.

Using voter registration and other public records, the group found that

96% of the North Carolina presidential donors are white and 67% are

men. That profile contrasts sharply with the make up of voters in the

state. According to State Board of Elections statistics for February 2003,

less than 80% of registered voters are white and only 45% are men. 

Among other discoveries, the study found that:

• Of the 201 North Carolinians giving over $200 to George W. Bush

before the July 1 cutoff, 98% are white, none are African Americans,

and 2% are Hispanic or Asian.

• North Carolina native John Edwards had the most donors by far - 1,108

giving over $200. Of this number, 95% are white, 3% are African

American, and 2% are other people of color.

• Bush received five times as much money from white Democrats as he

did from all non-whites, while Edwards got nearly twice as much from

white Republicans as from people of color.

The Democracy North Carolina study shows that the racial disparity

widens as the size of the contributions increases. It found that donors of

$2000 are even more often white (97%) than those giving from $201 to

$999 (94%).

The report notes that white men are a minority in the both major parties

in North Carolina. One out of every three Democrats is an African

American, and women make up 59% of registered Democrats and 51% of

registered Republicans. Men are less likely to vote than women in 

North Carolina and nationally, but they can define the agenda - and the

gender - of leading candidates by dominating the supply of money, the

report says. 

George W. Bush 85.2

Howard Dean 25.4

John Kerry 20.0

John Edwards 14.5

Richard Gephardt 13.7

Joseph Lieberman 11.8

Dennis Kucinich 3.4

Wesley Clark 3.4

Al Sharpton 0.3

Carol Moseley-Braun 0.3

Source: FEC Reports/Tray.com

Presidential Fundraising Figures through Third Quarter, 2003

In millions of dollars.



The Federal Communications Commission recently held a hearing in

Charlotte to look at how local broadcasters are serving the public. The

answer is not very well.

That’s a shame because local TV news plays a vital role in helping North

Carolinians understand their communities and participate in local govern-

ment. 

We know what these local stations are capable of. 

When war broke out with Iraq last spring, a number of North Carolina

television stations quickly sent their own reporters and photographers to

cover it, showing Carolinians how the state’s servicemen and women were

fighting the war. 

But while local TV news proved it could cover a war half a world away, it

also chooses by and large not to cover local government and politics in its

own backyard. During the last 15 years, government beat reporters at

nearly every North Carolina local television station have disappeared. 

Through much of the 1980s at least one television station from every

North Carolina market had a news bureau in the state’s capitol

Today, every single bureau has shut down. And only one station in the

entire state, WRAL-TV, devotes even one reporter to the sole task of cov-

ering government. What happened? Why did local television news aban-

don covering government on a daily basis?

Station executives will say that “government news isn’t interesting

enough” or “people don’t care.” But the reality is that it’s much easier for

reporters to cover wrecks and fires than complicated budget meetings and

controversial school board hearings. 

As one Charlotte television station curtly told a press secretary in the

Governor’s office, several years ago, the station had no desire to interview

the Governor because it would not fit into its “in your face news” style. 

Translation: We’ll feed our viewers a steady diet of fast-paced crime and

sensational events and avoid covering the rhythms of local democracy in

action. 

As a result, not only are viewers less informed about their elected leaders,

but politicians also tend to reach for the glitzy style over the nuts and bolts

substance in hopes of attracting broadcast media attention. 

Political campaign commercials are increasingly becoming the main

means politicians communicate with the public. These often distorted and

mean-spirited 30-second blips are a poor substitute for legitimate political

and government news coverage.

Unfortunately, new media ownership rules approved by the FCC in June

will only encourage this trend. The new rules would make it possible for

one media giant to own the local newspaper, up to three TV stations and

up to eight radio stations in one media market. In North Carolina, this

means that a single media company could own 11 television stations (one

or two in every North Carolina TV market) and an unlimited number of

daily and weekly newspapers located in the state's four major television

markets. 

Does anybody really believe that an out-of-town media giant—whose

executives are under the constant pressure of earning higher and higher

profits—is going to increase a local station’s commitment to local news? 

Citizens who spoke out at the Charlotte hearing reminded FCC Chairman

Michael Powell that local television stations have an obligation to cover

the daily march of democracy in their own backyard. We hope that Powell

heeds the message that citizens in Charlotte articulated – as more than

two million Americans have done over the past several months – that

allowing media conglomerates to get bigger only makes the problem of

declining local news coverage worse. 

Chellie Pingree is the president of Common Cause; Bob Phillips is execu-

tive director of Common Cause North Carolina. 

Forum

Local TV Stations Should Inform on 
State, National Politics 
By Chellie Pingree and Bob Phillips 

McCain-Feingold Upheld

continued from page 4

“This is a step in the right direction,” he said. “But much work

remains to be done, and we will remain vigilant in our pursuit of

the best campaign finance system possible, here in North Carolina

and across the country.” 

In North Carolina, the Center for Voter Education has worked for

years to educate the public about the problems associated with

“soft money.” Center staff and board members have written letters

to the editor to newspapers across North Carolina, placed opinion

pieces in the state’s major dailies, documented voter dislike of “soft

money” in numerous public opinion surveys, appeared on TV and

radio as critics of the “soft money” system, and spoken to civic

groups across the state. 

The Center also sponsored appearances by both namesakes of the

historic legislation at major events in North Carolina. Senator Russ

Feingold appeared at UNC-Chapel Hill in January of 2002, and

Senator John McCain appeared at Meredith College in October of

2003.




