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Politicians Who Dodged Electronic Donor Disclosure

By Claiming They Don’t Track Donors With Computers
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Webster defines “Luddite” as a pejorative term for people who are opposed in principle to tech-
nological change. Webster cites the term’s origins in the ear ly 19th century labor struggle against
textile mill owners who slashed wages and fired thousands of  workers after the introduction of
power looms.

While Webster refers to this struggle’s leader, Ned Lud, as “feebleminded,” more thorough ac-
counts have concluded that Lud led a brilliant, uphill campaign that had some success in its
ultimate goal—which had more to do with reducing human misery than it did with destroying
machinery (see E.P. Thompson’s, The Making of  the English Working Class). While informed minds
can differ on Lud’s effectiveness, his goals were loftier than those of  politicians who refuse to
electronically disclose their campaign donors and expenditures.
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Texas lawmakers finally passed legislation in 1999 that required most state politicians to begin
filing campaign donor data in a computerized electronic format the following year. The Texas Ethics
Commission posts these data on the Internet, making them vastly more accessible to the public than
when these data are filed on paper.

Lawmakers created two loopholes to allow politicians to circumvent electronic filing. The law ex-
empts candidates who swear that they:
1. Do “not intend to accept more than $20,000 in political contributions or spend more than $20,000

in political expenditures” in the cor responding calendar year ; or
2. “Do not use computer equipment to keep cur rent records of  political contributions, political

expenditures or contributors.”

“The average Texas House seat was going for $119,000 when this reform passed,” recalls Fred
Lewis of  Campaigns for People, which lobbied for passage of  the law. “The perception was that most
campaigns were relying on sophisticated consulting firms to raise and spend this kind of  money. We
thought that few candidates would claim such exemptions.”

Since mandatory electronic filing took effect last year (with the first repor ts filed in July 2000),
however, 66 incumbents have signed and filed affidavits with the Texas Ethics Commission claiming
that neither they nor any of  their agents “use computer equipment” to track donors.
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Such Luddite claims are remarkable, especially for poli-
ticians who work in Austin—the nation’s No. 2 high-
tech region.1  Fur thermore, many of  those who claimed
this exemption appear to have run expensive, sophisti-
cated campaigns. For example, 30 of  the 36 exempted
legislators raised more than $50,000 in the 2000 elec-
tion cycle, with19 of  them raising more than $50,000
during the time periods for which they claimed exemp-
tions. Altogether, the 66 exempted incumbents raised
$2.5 million under their exemptions.

Eight of  the politicians who obtained exemptions went
ahead and filed electronically anyway. Yet the 66 ex-
empted incumbents electronically disclosed $376,956
in contributions, or just 16 percent of  the money that
they raised under their exemptions.
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Since last year, 36 Texas legislators—20 percent of
the total—signed affidavits swearing that neither they
nor any of  their agents “use computer equipment” to
track donors. Two of  the Senate’s 31 members filed
these affidavits, as did 34 House members (account-
ing for 23 percent of  that chamber).

Luddites hail from both major political par ties, with the
Democrats claiming 17 of  them and the Republicans
claiming 19 more. Luddite legislators of  both par ties
raised and spent large amounts of  money. Exempt Re-
publican lawmakers went ahead and electronically dis-
closed considerably more of  their money ($242,034)
than their Democratic counterpar ts ($120,597). As
shown below, however, this discrepancy is explained by
a single recovering Republican Luddite who electroni-
cally disclosed $141,609 in contributions. Apparently,
the “New Economy” may still hold a place for Rep. Rick
Hardcastle of  Vernon.
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In his January 2001 State of  the State address,
new Texas Governor Rick Perry made a strong
plug for reforming campaign finance disclo-
sure. “Frequent and more instantaneous dis-
closure during each election cycle will keep
Texans better informed about the candidates
who seek their vote,” Perry said.

Although Governor Perry did not seek an elec-
tronic disclosure exemption, he earned honor-
ary Luddite mention for filing botched electronic
reports that effectively undermine his own vi-
sion of  “more instantaneous disclosure.”

Governor Perry’s January 2001 electronic dis-
closure filing (covering the $4.3 million he
raised in the second half  of  2000) lumps his
donors’ titles, first names, middle names and
last names all into one “last name” field. This
effectively sabotages efforts to track his do-
nors on the Texas Ethics Commission’s website
(http://txprod.ethics.state.tx.us/tx00/).

For example, someone searching for donations
from Marvin Smith would probably type “Smith”
in the last name field and “Marvin” in the first
name field. Such a search strikes out because
the Perry campaign left the first-name field
blank. A search limited to “Smith” in the last
name field, on the other hand, would result in
a deluge of  843 Smiths who made 2,804 sepa-
rate contributions.

Even the Technet Texas PAC (which gave Perry
$10,000) is unlikely to figure out that the only
efficient way to access Smith’s record in Perry’s
botched filing is to type “Dr. Marvin  Smith III
M.D.” into the last name field—with two blank
spaces between “Marvin” and “Smith.” Perry
is an honorary Luddite because this problem
persists even after it was brought to the atten-
tion of  his staff. !
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Rep. Hardcastle raised  the most money in the exempted period: $213,105. Next came Sen. Mario
Gallegos,  who raised $165,975 in the exempted period—despite being the sole Luddite lawmaker
who was was not up for election in 2000. Three other members raised more than $100,000 in the
exempted period: Reps. Warren Chisum, Ismael Flores and Gene Seaman.
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Twenty state judges filed for exemptions. Intermediate appellate cour t justices accounted for most
of  these, since the law automatically exempts all district judges from electronic filing. Of  the state’s
82 cour t of  appeals judges, 18 (22 percent) claimed exemptions. Justice Char les Seymore of  the
14th Cour t of  Appeals in Houston raised the most judicial money in the exempted period: $81,150.
Two other exempted cour t of  appeals judges raised more than $20,000. They are David Puryear
(3rd Cour t of  Appeals in Austin) and Mar tin Richter (5th Cour t of  Appeals in Dallas).
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One member each from the state’s highest civil and criminal cour ts also filed for exemptions. But
neither Texas Supreme Cour t Justice James A. Baker (who was not up for reelection in 2000) nor
Cour t of  Criminal Appeals Justice Char les Holcomb (who lacked a major-par ty opponent in the 2000
general election) raised or spent much money in that election cycle. None of  the 20 exempted
judges filed any electronic dislosure repor ts.
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*No t  u p  f o r  e l e c t i o n  i n  2 0 0 0 .
C O A  =  C o u r t  o f  A p p e a l s ; C C A  =  C o u r t  o f  C r i m i n a l  A p p e a l s ; S C  =  Te x a s  S u p r e m e  C o u r t.
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The last two bastions of  Luddite officials offer a sad commentary on the state of  the Lone Star
State, since these officials held offices that reasonably might be expected to require a minimal level
of  computer literacy. These offices are those of  the State Board of  Education and the Secretary of
State.

Nine of  the 15 members of  the State Board of  Education obtained exemptions. Three of  the nine
raised more than $20,000 in the exempted period. This same board is charged with integrating
technology into public education.

“Texas is a national leader in bringing technology into the classroom,” says the board’s Long-Range
Plan for Public Education, 2001-2006. “The State Board of  Education is charged with developing a
state technology plan for acquiring and using technology in public schools, fostering professional
development related to the use of  technology, enhancing computer literacy and skills among all of
the state’s public education students, and strengthening communication and use of  information
related to education technology in every region of  the state.”
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The last Luddite official is Elton Bomer, the former legislator and Insurance Commissioner who stepped
down as George W. Bush’s Secretary of  State in December 2000. As Texas’ “chief  election officer,”
the Secretary of  State might be expected to lead the way in electronic filing. As an appointed official,
Bomer did not need to raise and spend thousands of  political dollars. His repor ts show that Bomer
received large checks from some of  the state’s most powerful PACs, businesspeople and lobbyists
and spent much of  this money along the Bush campaign trail.
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