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S. Korea Should Not Be Burdened With Taxpayer financed Campaigns

Korea’s Prosecutors have arrested top national businessmen and politicians from Korea’s major political parties due to billions of Won in illegal campaign contributions. The Korean parliament overrode a Presidential veto for the first time in 42 years passing a law creating a special prosecutor to investigate charges that three former political aides of President Roh took large illegal campaign donations. This history of large corporations (Chaebols) buying influence from Korean politicians has prompted S. Korea’s three major political parties and some citizens groups to call for public (taxpayer) financing of campaigns. Advocates of taxpayer financing of campaigns claim these programs prevent corruption, help equalize campaign competition and increase the number of candidates. However public financing has not limited influence of money nor increased competition in American campaigns and cost taxpayers over $300 million for the 2000 presidential election alone. The majority of Americans resent being forced to pay to support candidates and issues they oppose. As long as politicians and government have the power to grant favors, tax loopholes, subsidies, licenses limiting competitors, then corporations, unions and individuals will spend money to try to gain special government favors. Aggressive prosecution will make some more reluctant to give and take illegal money. Strict transparency in elections by requiring immediate posting on the internet of donations to candidates, parties and organizations will help voters make informed decisions before elections.

South Korean Prosecutors have mounted an aggressive investigation of illegal political donations by S. Korean business groups. The latest investigation of political corruption in Korea began in October 2003 when Prosecutors accused Choi Do Sul, a former top aide to Korean President Roh Moo Hyun of receiving almost $1 million from SK business group in exchange for favors. (International Herald Tribune 11-20-2003 p.11). The investigation revealed that all major political parties and Presidential candidates took big money from Korean business conglomerates called “Chabols”. The Korean Parliament by a 2/3 vote on 12-4-03 passed a new law over President Roh’s veto to create an independent Prosecutor to investigate illegal contributions to President Roh’s political allies. This was the first case of a successful veto override of a Korean President in 42 years.

The three major opposition parties are now calling for adoption of taxpayer-financed campaigns, “Parties agree on state-financed elections”. www.koreaherald.co.kr/SITE/data/html_dir/2003/11/05/200311050061.asp - 16k 
Public financing of campaigns in the USA began following the Watergate scandal, which included unreported money going to former President Richard Nixon’s re-election campaign. More recently, groups like Public Citizen founded by Consumer activist Ralph Nader (www.citizen.org) and Public Campaign (www.publicampaign.org) and campaign finance leaders US Senators John McCain and Russell Fiengold promoted expansions of taxpayer funded elections and contribution limits. Left leaning political groups including environmental (the Sierra Club), public and private sector unions, women’s rights (National Organization for Women) and advocates of social welfare spending back public financing of elections. Their “clean money, clean campaigns” goal is to reduce the influence of special interest money and provide a level field by offering qualified candidates’ a limited and equal amount of public funds. The American Civil Liberties Union archive.aclu.org claims public financed campaigns "would allow public officials to do their job instead of spending huge amounts of time raising money." http://archive.aclu.org/news/1999/n102699a.html
Groups like the Cato Institute www.cato.org National Center for Policy Analysis www.ncpa.org and the Libertarian party www.lp.org. object to taxpayer financing of campaigns, which transfer money from taxpayers to a preferred set of candidates and causes. “Not surprisingly, government financing in the states has favored candidates of the left, Democrats and third parties like Greens. Government financed elections forces transfers of wealth from taxpayers, businesses and political candidates who believe such forced transfers of wealth are immoral. Far from being a reform, government financing offers more ‘politics as usual’ understood as the struggle to obtain special favors from government.” Cato Institute Policy Analysis 8-28-02. http://www.cato.org/pubs/pas/pa-448es.html. 
Programs that provide public financing for candidates' campaigns operate in 15 U.S. states, with varying degrees of candidate participation. Public funding varies widely from only Governor candidates in Michigan, New Jersey and North Carolina to candidates for all non-federal offices, including some local races, in Hawaii. States rely on a variety of funding mechanisms for their programs, including general budget appropriations, income tax check offs and add-ons, fees and election law penalties and fines. In Florida, Hawaii, New Jersey, and Minnesota, where candidates receive substantial grants in return for compliance with spending limits, candidate participation is high among incumbents from districts dominated by Republican or Democrat voters and small third party candidates. Some state campaign finance laws face court challenges. Massachusetts state legislators have resisted appropriating tax dollars to finance campaigns.

In eight states, taxpayers can designate on their income tax forms a donation to political parties, not candidates. Individual taxpayers can designate which party receives their money. Undesignated funds are distributed according to a formula that takes into consideration party strength at the last election. The law typically restricts the parties' use of the money to administrative or party-building expenses and bans the transfer to a candidate's use.

Arizona voters approved by 51% to 49% public funding for statewide and state legislative elections. Taxpayer money is available to candidates who agree to limits on campaign spending and fundraising. To qualify, candidates must receive a specified number of $5 contributions. The act provides candidates with additional taxpayer funds if a nonparticipating opponent spends more than the program limit for the office. Arizona’s program is funded by a $10 surcharge on penalties for certain petty (parking ticket) and serious crimes and a $100 annual fee for business but not union, bureaucrat nor community activist registered lobbyists. Arizona’s Citizens Clean Elections Act in detail is at http://www.sosaz.com/election/1998Info/PubPamphlet/prop200.html. 

Florida voters passed a constitutional amendment in November 1998 that provides public funding for statewide candidates who agree to campaign spending limits. Florida funds its Election Campaign election program with general tax revenues. Candidates for governor and cabinet offices can receive taxpayer contributions if they agree to spending limits of $5 million for governor and $2 million as cabinet member; raise contributions of $150,000 as governor and $100,000 for a cabinet office; limit loans or contributions from their personal funds to $25,000 and limit contributions from all national, state, and county party committees to $25,000 and submit to a post-election campaign audit. Candidates with primary opposition must limit their spending to $1.2 million in the primary election. If nonparticipating candidates exceed the spending limits, participating candidates are released from the spending limits to the extent the opponent exceeds the limit.

For a summary of taxpayer financed campaigns by state see: http://www.cga.state.ct.us/ps99/rpt/olr/htm/99-r-1102.htm OLR Research Report, 11-4-00 99-R-1102 Mary M. Janicki, Chief Analyst. Candidates from competitive districts usually refuse public funding and the spending limits in these states.  Ironically, taxpayers have subsidized re-election campaigns of safe incumbents.  Many incumbents then donate these taxpayer funds to the candidate committees of other candidates. The first two state elections held under full government financing law in Maine did not lead to more competitive elections nor more candidates. Despite limits on campaign spending by incumbents, the advantages of holding office were almost impossible to overcome. Patrick Basham, “Does Government Funding Lead to Competitive Elections?” CATO Policy Analysis cited No. 448.
Fewer Taxpayers are willing to finance Political campaigns

Although most public opinion polls show strong support for changing campaign finance regulations, most polls show the public strongly opposes taxpayer-financed elections. Only 12% of US taxpayers check the box on their tax forms with supplies $3 in matching funds to the USA Presidential election campaigns. 

 The U.S. Supreme Court has ruled that individuals and organizations ability to give money to candidates is a “freedom of speech” first Amendment Right. Therefore the federal and local government campaign finance laws have made candidate participation in public financing and the limits of when and how much money to spend on campaigns voluntary. On November 12, 2003 former Democrat Vermont Governor Dean opted out of the Public Financing program of the USA, the first Democrat candidate for President to do so. Democrat US Senator Bob Kerry, who married a wealthy wife, also dropped out of the public financing of elections. Dean Declines Public Funds for Campaign Decision Avoids Spending Limits By Thomas B. Edsall Washington Post Staff Writer Sunday, November 9, 2003; Page A06.  “Money validates strength more than it creates strength. Dean is not attracting supporters because he has money, he is attracting money because he has supporters.” George F. Will, Dean: Opting out of Public Financing 11-13-03.
Public Financing of Elections cost to taxpayers

Few people know that public funding of elections are huge subsidies to Political Parties. The national GOP’s 2000 convention cost taxpayers $46.5 million. The Democrats’ convention cost another $53 million. Taxpayer paid almost $100 million ‘helping’ political parties nominate the party’s presidential candidate who was already selected by popular vote elections and caucus held earlier in states. Taxpayers are forced to pay for political parties drafting party platforms, press conferences etc promoting issues they may oppose. 

Democrat and Republican parties have written into law for themselves special postal subsidy. The discount is paid for by higher postal rates for individuals, businesses and non-profit groups. Incumbent Congressmen enjoy a ‘franking’ privilege whereby ‘official communications’ to voters is paid for by the taxpayer. Taxpayers also pay for postage, artwork and design for incumbent ‘communication’. Source: Editorial, “Our Publicly Financed Election,” Investor’s Business Daily, 12-14-03. http://www.ncpa.org/pd/govern/govern2a.html 

McCain/Fiengold Campaign Finance Reform bill rearranged where campaign money went. The Republican and Democrat political parties would no longer have access to unlimited donations from businesses, labor unions and wealthy individuals. State parties would continue to have access to soft money. "Soft money" is donations to political organizations not intended for the direct benefit of individual candidates. However state parties ‘independently’ decide to pay for TV, radio, newspaper and mail ads promoting their party’s candidate and blasting their opponents. 

Corporations can put money into independent political operations, which is more difficult for the press and public to track. Hard money donations are money directly given to a campaign committee and are capped at $2,000 per candidate. John Harwood and David Rogers, "How the New Law On 'Soft Money' Redirects the Wealth," Wall Street Journal Sean Higgins, "New Campaign Finance Law Isn't a Fix, Says Top Official," Investor's Business Daily, both February 15, 2002.
American private-sector labor unions have annual staff payrolls of $2.4 billion, which is about $10 million a day. During the election season much of labor’s staff is devoted to unreported electioneering, according to Reed Larson of the National Right to Work Foundation. Rutgers labor economist Daniel Troy estimates that in presidential election years labor unions funnel $500 million in staff and resources into politics, 10 times their reported money contributions. American Public Employee Unions also enjoy huge, taxpayer paid union actives. The Public Teachers’ Union,  National Education Association gives more money to candidates than any other group. 

Lobbying of elected Politicians balloons during the era of campaign finance reform

The amount being spent on lobbying state legislators and disclosed by states has nearly doubled between 1995 and 2000, according to a study by the Center for Public Integrity. 
Lobbyists spent $570 million in 2000 to influence legislators in 34 states, a rise of 91 percent since 1995. Nearly 37,000 businesses, associations and interest groups are registered lobbyists in the 50 states. That is a ratio of about five lobbyists for every state legislator. Source: David Firestone, "Study Tracks Big Rise in Statehouse Lobbying," New York Times, May 2, 2002; "The Fourth Branch," May 2002, Center for Public Integrity.
Alternatives to Taxpayer financed elections:

Transparency of campaign contributions can by achieved by requiring an immediate posting of contributions on the Internet. A Korean Political reform advisory board sponsored by the Korean Parliament proposed financing reforms to increase transparency is too weak ‘Politicians should reveal donors’ Korean Herald 12-4-03 http://www.koreaherald.co.kr/site/data/html_dir/2003/12/04/200312040071.asp?kpage=3&kppage=0&scode=FA&art_id%22. The campaign financing reforms suggested by the political reform advisory reform board only gives public financing to incumbents, not challengers. Their proposal only requires reporting of after one year to political parties. Waiting one year to report contributions hides the names of influence seekers until after the election. The proposal does not require publication of donations to candidates nor organizations and only requires the reporting of donations over 1 million won (about $820 US) at a time or 5 million (about $4,000 US) within one year. In contrast USA politicians must report the name, address and occupation of anyone giving more than $20 to a politician or party. The group suggests that each party use checks or credit cards but does not mention limits on ‘petty cash’ spending. A better reform would require immediate posting on the web of name, address and occupation of contributors donating over $20 US. The Korean reform group suggests increasing penalties against people who illegally collect or donate funds with to a maximum sentence of seven years in prison instead of three. Minimum financial penalties and jail terms were not proposed. The group proposed distributing state taxpayer subsidies to incumbent parliamentary members based on the number of votes earned and would legalize Internet fund raising. Challengers would not receive any tax money. The group does not limit the amount of campaign funds that can be given to parties, candidates or interest groups. The committee only requires the businesses to approve political donations at a formal meeting of the corporate board. The committee rejected a call to finance Korea campaigns with a 1% surcharge on corporate taxes.  

I suggest that Korea should more diligently audit corporate finances. If there are millions of dollars available for campaign contributions, then these same millions are not being taxed. A more aggressive limitation and monitoring of accounting gimmicks like accelerated depreciation allowances will increase business transparency. The practice of Korean conglomerates diverting company profits for personal and political use might be one of the explanations of the reason why foreign owned and foreign invested companies in Korea are almost 10 times more profitable than Korean companies (10-14-03 Korean Herald). The illegal business donations to politicians scandal undermines previous claims that Korean businesses had adopted transparent financial practices after corporate reforms prompted by the 1998 Asian financial crisis. 

Campaigns can be more competitive in Korea by eliminating the prohibition of campaigning earlier than 120 days before the election. Limiting formal campaigning benefits incumbents who can communicate with voters as part of their office holder activities.  Challengers cannot introduce themselves to voters and start the election contest father behind incumbents in terms of name recognition, financial resources and voter organization. Campaign reform should include prohibition of taxpayer money going paying for lobbying by public unions and public organization like cities, provinces and schools. Government officials and unions should only lobby on their own vacation, personal time, not taxpayer time. Taxpayer dollars taken by public officials to lobby state and federal officials to raise taxes, raise fees and increase spending and debt. Korea should remove the artificial barriers that limit the number of campaign days. Media and Civic groups should sponsor more town meetings and candidate debates. Voters should have the right to vote on term limits to reduce the influence of incumbency. Korea should make voting easier for more people. Military, overseas Korean students and workers should be allowed to vote by Internet. Media, public and elected officials should encourage aggressive prosecutor investigations of illegal campaign contributions. To limit corruption, politicians must limit government powers.  If government did not have the power to grant special favors there would no reason to contribute money to influence government. A simpler tax law, a flat tax with fewer deductions would be harder to buy favors in. Fewer regulations mean fewer reasons to pay money to influence the regulators. 
Thomas Jefferson said, "To compel a man to furnish contributions of money for the propagation of opinions which he disbelieves is sinful and tyrannical." “A bill for Establishing Religious Freedom,” in the Portable Thomas Jefferson, ed. Merrill D. Peterson (New York: Viking, 1975). P. 252.
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