Campaign Finance “Reform” -- By the Elites, For the Elites

Column By Congressman Bob Barr (GA-7)
The utter disconnect between the preening liberal and media elite in Washington D.C., and the rest of the country struggling through a stalled recession, is growing each day.  Since President Bush first called for an economic stimulus bill last fall, roughly one million Americans have lost their jobs waiting for the Democrat-controlled Senate to act.  In fact, leading Democrats such as Ted Kennedy and Hillary Clinton have gone as far as to call for a repeal of the bipartisan tax cut passed last year.  Yet, where is the outrage? Where is the focus of the Washington media? The pundits, reporters and editorial boards are mesmerized, yes mesmerized, by the prospect of a vote next week on campaign finance “reform” legislation piously promoted by the Senate’s leading darling of the media – John McCain.

This disconnect is so complete that only in Washington could one apply the term “reform” to this legislation and not be laughed out of town.  Only in Washington could a massive new federal bureaucracy be proposed, and constitutional freedoms stripped away, while supportive politicians are lauded by national newspaper editorials for having the “courage” to support “reform” legislation.  Only in Washington could massive campaign contributions to politicians of both parties from a company mired in scandal such as Enron, serve as a call for a campaign finance reform bill that does not even address such contributions or such scandal. More importantly, only in Washington could media-driven support for such an atrocious piece of legislation take precedence over stimulating an economy in crisis and creating jobs for working Americans. 

The sad irony of this entire “campaign finance” debate is that its supporters have framed it as legislation against the elites; yet, the people supporting it, and who will directly benefit from it are the elites themselves.  If passed into law, McCain-Feingold, or Shays-Meehan as it is called in the House, will be a boon for incumbent politicians at the expense of the voices and concerns of ordinary Americans.  It actually and dramatically limits our First Amendment right to free speech with a new clause: “Free speech except for the 90 days before an election,” and “except if you have sufficient personal wealth to buy TV air time by yourself.”  

Yet, it goes even further – under this legislation, Americans could actually be sent to jail for airing their thoughts on a particular candidate or policy issue, if they dare to violate this new clause.  Groups like the National Rifle Association, Right to Life, and even your local Chamber of Commerce, will have the voices of their members silenced under penalty of law, in the final weeks of a campaign.  Yet, if you are lucky enough to sit on an editorial board for the New York Times, for example; or if you are a multi-millionaire, incumbent politician like Senator McCain, you have free rein to say what you want. Instead of being penalized for attempting to educate voters about candidates and issues, the media and the millionaires would actually be protected by the same law that would turn grassroots organizations into felons.  

That’s because McCain-Feingold is not “reform” legislation; it is incumbent protection legislation – designed for the elites, by the elites.  
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