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As a Moreland Commission dedicated to rooting out public corruption, it is essential that you dig deeply into the issues of campaign finance, as they are at the root of the scandals and scandalous norms which pervade Albany today.  Now, more than ever, Albany is ruled by deep pocketed donors and their campaign expenditures.
Tonight, I will limit my remarks to two key areas.  First, I will discuss the possible uses of your December 1st initial report, and particularly draw on some of the research and issue expertise of both my current organization, Effective NY, and my time spent with Citizen Action of NY, to recommend one possible course over another.
Second, I will address some of the un-voiced opposition arguments to small-donor public financing, as well as what I think are the clear underlying motives behind them and their flaws.
---
First, by way of background, I am now the new Executive Director of Effective NY, a good-government organization founded by Bill Samuels focused on promoting structural changes for a greater New York.  Our work now includes research and collaboration with academic experts on New York government such as Prof. Gerry Benjamin and Prof. Peter Galie, as well as strategic partnerships with issue advocates concerned with the fundamental issues confronting New Yorkers and our state government, such as education, housing, health care, retirement, and so on.  Previously though, I was the downstate campaigns manager of Citizen Action of NY, and focused there on working with other advocates of reform in New York State, and particularly on the need to move away from our big-money model of campaign finance and towards a small-donor matching funds system.  As I signed up to testify before this commission some weeks ago, my testimony should appropriately be viewed through that lens: as a member of Citizen Action (which I still am) and an experienced advocate of reform under the banner of Fair Elections for NY. 
Which brings me to a suggestion regarding your December 1st report.  It has been reported in the media that you intend to use your initial report to lay out recommendations for reform in New York, and some of the possible recommendations you could make include a specific recommendation for the legislature to create a small-donor public matching fund, or a rumored constitutional amendment including all the various ethics and campaign finance proposals.  In my past role, I learned a great deal about the intricacies of the small-donor system, and in my current position, I’ve joined an organization very interested in constitutional change.  Based on this background, I can say definitively that there is no need to wait for a constitutional amendment process to play out to solve our state’s broken campaign finance system. Amendments take a minimum of three years from introduction to passage, and critically, any amendment to fix NY’s campaign finance system would require a subsequent budgetary allocation for a small-donor matching fund.   That means that even with such an amendment, the Governor would still have to propose and the legislature fund the system itself, including staff, administrative rules, and a pool of money available for distribution to candidates in future election cycles.  What’s more, there is nothing in the state constitution today which would prohibit such an allocation in the 2014 budget.  So the constitutional approach to reform need not be the basis of your December 1st recommendation.  But then, what exactly should be?  
If you agree with the many advocates who have argued compellingly, I think, for a system of small-donor public matching funds, as well as specific regulations to help the matching fund system operate most effectively, than surely that must be a key part of your December 1st recommendation.  I would encourage you, though, to be direct in your suggestion:  tell the Governor and the Legislature that if they are serious about reform, they must include the framework for such a matching-fund system in the 2014 budget.  The Governor’s executive budget comes out just over one month after your December report.  Realistically, if there is no provision for a matching-fund system in that budget, any subsequent 2014 legislative discussion of ethics or campaign finance reform is simply for show.  New York has already had more than enough of such meaningless declarations of concern – your Commission was called, in fact, as a result of the failures in Albany in the 2013 legislative session to do anything meaningful with the half-dozen different pieces of reform legislation that were introduced during that session.  And so you have a unique position to define the litmus test of reform in 2014: for the mess in Albany to be cleaned up, small-donor matching funds must be in the budget. 
Now, in my remaining time, I’d like to bring up two important arguments that haven’t been voiced, to my knowledge, at any of the Moreland Commission hearings thus far.  But these arguments are nevertheless exerting their influence, as they are the chief impediments to reform.

First, there is the most commonly heard complaint, that creating a system of small donor matching funds will cost money. Sometimes this is voiced as “giving taxpayers’ money to politicians” and sometimes it’s heard as “money we could be spending on (education, hospitals, etc) would go campaigns.” 

This argument is manifestly untrue in a variety of ways, each of which should be more than sufficient for you to not feel hindered by it when you make your recommendations to the Governor and Legislature.
Allow me to enumerate the failings of this cost argument:
· Small-donor matching funds would cost a tiny amount of the state’s budget. The best estimate ($30-40 million/year) would represent approximately 0.00025 (0.025%) of the state budget.
· Democracy is worth that much and much more.  Voters are more than willing to pay that small sum to have elections that empower them.
· We already spend more money than this on our elections, and on the people elected. From the cost of voting machines and ballots, to the voter registration rolls, state board of elections, not to mention the costs of legislators salaries, offices, phones and computers, having a Democracy costs hundreds of millions of dollars, and currently the only part that we don’t fund publicly is the part that opens the door to corruption and pay-to-play influence over state policy. When you think about it, arguing that campaigns should be strictly funded by donations from outside parties makes about as much sense as arguing that State Senators should have to recruit corporate sponsors to pay for their district office space or staff salaries. 
· Small-donor matching funds would, in the final accounting, save New York State money. Currently, many of the big donors to electoral campaigns get massive returns on their shady investments, sometimes on the magnitude of $100 of state subsidies for every $1 of campaign donation.  Taking away the power of these donations could save Billions of dollars per budget year. 
Those who claim a small-donor system would cost too much are either severely naïve about the status quo or are simply dishonest.
Which brings me to the other anti-reform narrative in vogue today, one which has some influence at the US Supreme Court.  This is the contention that reforming campaigns or empowering small donors is somehow to the detriment of wealthy or corporate donors’ civil rights. 
Putting aside the question of whether corporations have civil rights or whether money equals speech, allow me to call out the biggest myth here: the idea that today’s big business donors all want the system to remain as it is.  In fact, nothing could be farther from the truth. 
Consider just the most recent example, the article that ran in the New York Times on October 21st, entitled “Politicians’ Extortion Racket” which explained in detail how bills (in Congress) are written, held up at so-called “toll booths”, and dangled in front of donors to extract maximum campaign contributions.  I suspect that if you sent a questionnaire out to the hundreds of corporate donors who’ve given to NY candidates in the last few years, and asked them if they would prefer to do business with the state purely on the merits of their services instead of through the grease of pay-to-play donations, a clear majority would raise their hands for reform. 
In fact, the main opposition to small-donor matching funds comes from the smallest possible cohort of power: those incumbent politicians who fear their records wouldn’t stand the scrutiny of a competitive election.  Those incumbents who prefer to have no opposition at all because challengers can’t raise sufficient donations to be viable, and those gifted navigators of the current course of big donor fundraising who believe the best way to hold on to their office is not to legislate in the public interest but to build up a massive and intimidating war chest.  If there is one group of people who the Moreland Commission on public corruption should not heed, surely it is them.
Be bold, don’t hesitate to investigate any big donor or Super PAC.  And when you recommend to the Governor and Legislature what they should do to fix our broken state government, be clear and demand concrete speedy action, not ineffectual statements of reform.  
Thank you.
