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Good morning.  Thank you for inviting me here today to the opening ceremony of your National Consultative Forum.  I am particularly pleased that USAID could contribute to these important consultations on Financing Political Parties.  

Over a century ago, a famous political party strategist said "There are two important things in politics. The first is money....and I can't remember what the second one is." 

If you don't have money you can't compete.  The question is, how do you make access to it a liberating, and not a corrupting influence? 

Free and fair elections are a major element of a democratic society.  However, elections need to be more than just free and fair.  If they are not also competitive and inclusive, citizens may feel disaffected and democracy may suffer.  Lack of campaign resources, or uneven distribution of those resources, can frustrate an election campaign and contribute to a disaffected public.  The Republic of Ghana is not alone in debating how to deal with this situation.  Many democracies, including the United States, have struggled with these issues.  

Now I Turn to The U.S. Experience

What can we do about rising campaign costs?  How can we assist electoral competition?  How do we protect the campaign finance system from corruption?  In designing a campaign finance system, how do we ensure that we do not adversely affect the right to free speech?

The United States has considered public financing of elections and campaign finance reform for almost 5 decades - and the debate is still very much alive.  For example, public financing of Congressional elections has been proposed many times, but never finalized.   We finance Presidential elections – nothing more.  

In the 1970’s, Congress and the U.S. Supreme Court structured our current system.   Several attempts were made to improve the system.   New legislation passed in 2002.  This new law has already been challenged and will be considered by our Supreme Court on September 8, 2003.  Debate in the United States is still very much alive when it comes to campaign finance! 

In 1971 we created the Federal Election Commission - an independent regulatory agency.  Under the FEC, campaign finance focuses on 4 main issues:  

1) Disclosure - candidates for federal office must fully disclose their campaign contributions.

2) Public funding - Presidential conventions, primaries, and general elections can be funded through the creation of a voluntary “matching fund” program.  

Notice I say "can."  U.S. taxpayers can contribute $3.00 of their annual income taxes to this fund.  Presidential candidates can choose to accept public funds.  If they do, they must comply with spending limits and other restrictions imposed by the Federal Election Commission. 

3) Contribution limits - Contributions to all federal office electoral campaigns are limited by amount and source.  Corporations, unions, and federal government contractors cannot contribute.  

4) Campaign spending limits -  This provision of the legislation was struck down by a 1976 U.S. Supreme Court case as unlawfully restricting the candidates’, citizens’, and associations’ constitutional right to free speech.  However, the Court did sustain voluntary limitations as a condition for receiving government campaign subsidies.  

How Does It Work?
Public financing of U.S. Presidential elections is not a complete subsidy and comes with strings attached.  Only candidates of the two main political parties are automatically eligible to receive public funds.  During each of the two main party’s primary elections, candidates must receive a certain amount of funding in at least 20 states before the FEC will begin matching funds.  After each Party nominates a candidate, they are each eligible for grants covering all of the general election campaign costs, and are prohibited from spending more than the grant.  Third parties candidates could be eligible for some public funds, but only if the party received at least 5% of the vote in the last election.  

There are Problems

Political Action Committees often bundled individual contributions by collecting many individual checks; the legality was questionable.  Also, Soft money - money raised for "general party activity," was used by political parties and PACs to fund voter registration drives or issue-oriented advertisements that do, in effect, influence federal elections. 

We’re Constantly Examining Ways to Reform
Last March, President Bush signed into law the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002 to close these perceived loopholes.  Among other things, the law limits the use of soft money in "issues" campaigns.  Shortly afterwards, court challenges were filed on free speech grounds. 

The Philosophies Behind the Debates

There are 2 sides.  Supporters focus on the desirability of controlling campaign spending.  They argue that using public funds not only encourages candidates to limit spending, it also:

· limits the role of private money in elections

· promotes the integrity of, and confidence in the electoral process

· promotes competition in districts with strong incumbents or one party domination

· allows elected office holders to spend more time on public duties and communication with constituents rather than raising money.

Opponents of public financing have several salient objections.  For example: why should a taxpayer’s money be used to support a candidate whose views they do not support?  How does the government create a system that accounts for the different costs and campaign styles between districts in a way that is fair to all candidates?   Do spending limits give unfair advantage to incumbents, who enjoy name recognition and support?

The Result
As a practical matter, campaign reform has not halted the influence of money in politics.  Candidates, incumbents and challengers alike, are compelled to raise funds constantly to keep pace with opponents, real, imagined or prospective.  Constant fund-raising events are the bane of every Senator's and every Representative's existence.  Campaign finance reform has accomplished full disclosure, so that voters know the sources of any one candidate's campaign funds.  And in Presidential campaigns, public funding assists the major parties greatly.  However, small parties, unless they pass the 5% threshold, are out of luck.

Conclusion
As you can see, the United States has yet to create a complete electoral finance system that fully takes into account free speech, anti-corruption, electoral competition, and cost containment.   We may never reach a system satisfactory to all those (sometimes competing) values.

Former U.S. President Woodrow Wilson observed over a century ago "Democratic institutions are never done.  They are like living tissue -- always a-making.”  Close scrutiny and probable change remain the order of the day.  Awareness of the flaws in an electoral system is as important as appreciation of its virtues.

For the National Consultative Forum, you have some very complex questions ahead of you and I wish you all the best in formulating your proposals to fit the very distinct needs of the Republic of Ghana.    

For more information on Elections and Campaign Financing in the United States, please see the following website:

http://usinfo.state.gov/usa/infousa/politics/elecover.htm 

