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Friday, November 7, 2008

Representative government?
Charlotte Business Journal

The brilliant men — and, yes, they were all men in that time and place — who framed our government set up the lower house of the U.S.
Congress to be most representative of the people.
Whereas senators represent an entire state, House members have districts carved out for them so they can be closer to the people. That’s
the theory. Does it work in practice?
To some extent. Representatives, who face the voters every two years as opposed to every six years for senators, work to bring “pork” back
home. On occasion, they even represent the interests of those in their districts.
But politics has become a money game, and an impressive new study sheds the brightest light I’ve seen on where the money comes from
to propel members of the U.S. House of Representatives to election and re-election.
The study was conducted by a California organization called MAPLight.org, which bills itself as a “nonpartisan, nonprofit research group
illuminating the connection between money and politics.”
To reach their findings, researchers at MAPLight.org examined all campaign contributions given to members of the House from January
2005 through December 2007 to figure out the geographic sources of the money.
The primary finding is a sad commentary on the state of our democracy.
MAPLight.org found that during the 2005-07 period, a total of $700 million in campaign funds were doled out to the 421 House members
who were serving as of Oct. 15, 2008. Of that total, $551 million — or 79% — came from outside the districts of the representatives.
More than one in five, or 22%, of House members raised 90% or more of their campaign funds from outside their districts.
N.C. representatives who fit that parameter are Howard Coble, who raised 93.9% of his contributions from outside his district, and G.K.
Butterfield, who raked in 92% of his from out of his district. None of North Carolina’s 13 House members raised a majority of funding
within their district.
Among North Carolina’s 13 House members, only three raised most of their money from within North Carolina. Virginia Foxx raised 62%
of her $1.5 million in contributions in-state, Mike McIntyre raised 58% of his $1.3 million from Tar Heels and Sue Myrick raised 51.9% of
her $1.6 million from within North Carolina’s borders.
So where are House members going to feed their campaign machines? Look no further than the beautiful city we like to call our nation’s
capital. MAPLight.org points out that Washington, D.C., with 0.2% of the U.S. population, has fewer residents than any state except
Wyoming.
Yet, researchers found that 21% — or $146.8 million of $700 million contributed to House members in the 2005-07 period — came from
Washington. And you know what that means: “special interests.”
Representative government, indeed. Yet another reason this country is in such a mess.
Dale Gibson is managing editor of the Triangle Business Journal.
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