
The shows at the old Randy 
Parton Theatre will go on, in 
some form or another.

The city of Roanoke Rapids on 
July 23 officially transferred the Ro-
anoke Rapids Theatre to new own-
ers Thomas McLean and his wife, 
Evon, of Chocowinity. The McLeans 
are buying the 35,000-square-foot, 
1,500-seat facility for $3 million. 

City Manager Joseph Scherer 
told Carolina Journal the city owed 
about $15 million on the project be-
fore the McLean payment. Sever-
al previous attempts to sell the the-
ater have fallen through.

The reopened facility will be 
a “multi-purpose dining, enter-
tainment, and performance ven-
ue [that] transforms into a premier 
travel destination anchoring the 
I-95 corridor in Halifax County,” a 
news releases says.

The new owners plan to hire 25 
full-time and 25 part-time employ-
ees. The first show is set for late 
September, though details weren’t 
immediately available. Acts will 
range from music to movies to car 
shows, the promoters say.

The transfer took place as part 
of an informal ceremony in the the-
ater lobby. City officials and several 

interested residents attended. 
“In the nine years I have been 

mayor, I have not had a more posi-
tive outlook [for this theater]. The 
McLeans have been good to deal 
with,” Mayor Emery Doughtie said.

In November, the McLeans 
started negotiating the purchase 
with the city. Evon McLean’s son, 
Beau Petty, also of Chocowinity, 
will play a key role in managing the 
theater. 

“We need to get maximum use 
out of this facility,” he told CJ.

Halifax County tax records val-
ue the 8.8-acre site at $1,185,400 
and the building at $7,753,700, for 
a total value of $8,939,100. Petty 
said he was discussing a revised as-
sessment with the county.

The Raleigh-based public rela-
tions firm French West Vaughn is 
handling public relations and pro-
motion for the new owners. 

Interview:  
Leonard Gilroy 
CJ chats with the senior 
managing director of 
the Pension Integrity 
Project at Reason 
Foundation.
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RNC picks 
Charlotte, 

but will it be 
an economic 

bonanza?
BY DAN WAY

The 2020 Republican Nation-
al Convention in Charlotte will 
gain international attention but 
isn’t likely to provide a major 
economic boost to the city. Nor 
will the mega-event have a big 
impact on North Carolina’s elec-
tion results.

That’s the long view of Eric 
Heberlig, a UNC-Charlotte polit-
ical science professor and co-au-
thor of the book American Cities 
and the Politics of Party Conven-
tions.

Pundits and the media “often 
focus on whether having a con-
vention in a particular state will 
help that party win the state,” 
especially if it’s a swing state, 
Heberlig told Carolina Journal.

“We found that it really 
doesn’t make a difference,” He-
berlig said of the research he and 
his co-authors conducted. Typ-
ically the party that wins the 
popular vote in a convention 
state would have won it with or 
without the convention.

“The political parties tout the 
big economic impacts because 

SEE CONVENTION PAGE 13

ELECTION 2020Roanoke Rapids 
finally unloads former 
Randy Parton Theatre

continued PAGE 12

$3,000,000
Price the new owners paid for the  

Roanoke Rapids facility

$15,000,000 
Amount the city of Roanoke 
Rapids owed on the facility 
before the recent purchase

$8,939,100
Combined building and land 

value according to Halifax County 
tax records

BY THE NUMBERS

NEW OWNERS. Evon McLean, center, holds the keys to the Roanoke Rapids 
Theatre. She and her husband Tom, left, purchased the facility on July 23. 
Her son Beau Petty, right, will play a key role in managing the facility.
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• General Assembly returns for special session to address amendments, judicial elections
• UNC Board of Governors meets amid controversy over leadership
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QUICK TAKES

A North Carolina legend has 
died, leaving behind a rich 
legacy at the University of 

North Carolina. 
UNC President Emeritus C.D. 

Spangler  Jr. died July 23. He is sur-
vived by his wife, Meredith, and 
his daughters, Abigail Riggs Span-
gler and Anna Spangler Nelson, the 
latter of whom serves on the UNC 
Board of Governors. 

Spangler was 86.
Spangler succeeded Bill Friday 

as UNC system president in 1986. 
He was a Charlotte native and a suc-
cessful businessman, operating the 
family construction company for 
more than three decades and even-
tually running Bank of North Caroli-
na, which his father founded. 

Bank of North Carolina merged 
with NCNB in 1982 and, after Span-
gler became president of the UNC 
system, NCNB — renamed Nations-
Bank — bought Bank of America. 

In 1995, he bought National 
Gypsum, the nation’s largest pro-
ducer of drywall.

Spangler was among the world’s 
wealthiest people. In 2016, Forbes 
ranked him No. 722, with a net 
worth of $4.2 billion.

Spangler received his bachelor’s 

degree from UNC-Chapel Hill and 
MBA from Harvard Business School.

Spangler never accepted a pay-
check during his 11 years in office, 
donating his salary to individual 
UNC campuses. He used his private 
plane — instead of state-funded jets 
— for travel. 

“C.D. Spangler Jr. was a great 
North Carolinian, and he will for-
ever be a giant of our state,” said 
UNC President Margaret Spellings. 
“He will be remembered as a gift-

ed business leader, a compassion-
ate philanthropist, and above all as 
a public servant who answered the 
call of the university at a critical 
time in its history.”

“The first in his family to go to 
college, Dick never forgot who our 
public universities were meant to 
serve. North Carolina is the prosper-
ous, growing state that it is because 
of principled leaders like Dick,” she 
said.

The former chairman of the N.C. 

State Board of Education, Spangler 
worked to keep tuition low and re-
formed UNC athletic programs to 
promote integrity and transparency. 

He was a booster of historical-
ly black colleges and universities 
in the system, which he thought 
had been neglected by board mem-
bers focused on flagship campuses 
UNC-Chapel Hill and N.C. State Uni-
versity.

The president donated to the 
university via the Spangler family 
foundation, funding more than 120 
professorships across all 16 univer-
sities. 

“[Spangler] made the system a 
more comfortable place for wom-
en and minorities; he sought them 
out and pushed them into positions 
of leadership,” said Wyndham Rob-
ertson, Spangler’s vice president for 
communications from 1986 to 1995. 

“He was a great boss,” Rober-
ston added. “As the first female vice 
president of the UNC System, I had 
some tricky moments, but I always 
knew he had my back. 

“He loved North Carolina and 
often said being president was the 
best job in the world.”

— Kari Travis

WHILE GOV. ROY COOPER toured 
the halls of Stough Elementary 
School in Wake County, he criticized 
legislators for failing to put a nearly 
$2 billion school construction bond 
on the November ballot.

“We have a lot of counties, par-
ticularly in rural parts of our state, 
who have not been able to afford 
to build the new schools that they 
need,” Cooper said during the vis-
it July 10. “I think there is a lot of 
bipartisan support for a statewide 
school bond. I put one in my pro-
posed budget.”

The governor criticized lawmak-
ers’ decision to focus on constitu-
tional amendments — such as a vot-
er ID requirement and a reduced cap 
of the top state income tax rate — 
instead of passing the school bond 
for voters to consider this fall.

The N.C. School Bond would have 
provided $1.9 billion in public school 
facility grants for all 100 counties, if 
approved by voters. In 2016, the De-
partment of Public Instruction re-
ported the state’s public schools 
needed $8.1 billion to pay for new 
school facilities or renovations.

The most recent statewide 
school bond came in 1996. Cooper 
said he thinks the state can afford 
another school bond without rais-
ing taxes, but said lawmakers made 

investing more in education difficult 
by enacting tax cuts.

Stough Elementary is just one of 
many North Carolina schools sched-
uled for replacement. The school 

was built in 1968.
Principal Chris Cox says it’s time 

for a newer building.
“We do have some challenges 

with things you don’t see, like with 
the HVAC systems, or some of the 
roofing is old,” Cox said.

Construction won’t begin on 
Stough Elementary until July 2019 
and is scheduled to finish in 2020. In 
the meantime, students and teach-
ers will attend a new school — Bar-
ton Pond Elementary. The proj-
ect will cost more than $37 million 
and is funded through the Continu-
ous Building Program and a previous 
$810 million local school construc-
tion bond passed in 2013.

Voters won’t get a chance to vote 
on a statewide school bond this year, 
but voters in Wake County may vote 
on three bonds Nov. 6. One is a $548 
million bond for the Wake County 
Public School System to fund con-
struction over the next two years.

If voters approve the bonds, 
property taxes in Wake County are 
expected to increase.

— Lindsay Marchello

UNC legend Spangler dies at 86

Governor calls for school construction 
bond while visiting elementary school 

C.D. SPANGLER JR.: 15th president of UNC dies at 86.
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GOVERNOR CALLS FOR BONDS. Stough Elementary Principal Chris Cox speaks 
with Gov. Roy Cooper at the school, July 10. 
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QUICK TAKES

Anew study from the U.S. Na-
vy says expanding the Am-
azon Wind Farm site near 

Elizabeth City, as the operator 
planned to do, might cause interfer-
ence with the Navy’s radar-track-
ing facility in southern Virginia.

The Navy released the execu-
tive summary of its study July 9. 
It concluded the interference pro-
duced by the existing 104 Ama-
zon Wind Farm turbines is allow-
able based on a 2014 agreement be-
tween the Navy and the wind farm 
operator, Avangrid Renewables. 

But Avangrid’s to plan to add 
another 46 turbines could cause 
problems with the Relocatable 
Over-the-Horizon Radar.

The ROTHR receiver plays a 
key role in the military’s tracking 
of aircraft and ships suspected of 
transporting illegal drugs and oth-
er banned substances to the Unit-
ed States.

State Senate Majority Leader 
Harry Brown, R-Onslow, told Caro-
lina Journal the executive summa-
ry confirmed what he had been told 
privately by military officials.

The Amazon Wind Farm is 
North Carolina’s only large-scale 
wind energy project.

In January 2017, just before it 
went into full operation, North Car-
olina legislative leaders asked the 
Trump administration to consid-
er shutting down the $400 million, 
208-megawatt, 104-turbine proj-
ect. 

STATE TREASURER Dale Folwell 
gave a chilly reception to issuing 
a statewide school construction 
bond, even as Gov. Roy Cooper hit 
the road July 10 pitching one.

North Carolina has $50 billion 
in unfunded retirement system and 
State Health Plan liabilities. More 
debt is pending from the $2 billion 
Connect NC and $3 billion Build 
NC bonds approved during the past 
two years. That makes Folwell jit-
tery about adding to the pile of fi-
nancial obligations, including the 
debt’s effect on the state’s AAA 
bond rating.

“School construction, and find-
ing a way to do school construction, 
especially in rural, depopulating 
parts of North Carolina, is vitally 
important,” Folwell said during his 
monthly Ask Me Anything confer-
ence call with reporters. “But it has 
to be done with the understand-
ing that, unlike the federal govern-
ment, we do not have an unlimited 
credit card.”

The treasurer’s office compiles a 
debt affordability study each year. 

It shows how much more public 
debt the state could add.

Given the 2018 debt affordabil-
ity study, done before the Build NC 
Bond Act of 2018 was approved by 
lawmakers in the short session, 
and “especially with rising interest 
rates, you can see where we need to 
be very careful about the amount of 

debt this state takes on going for-
ward,” Folwell said.

He would have to recalculate 
the most recent debt affordabili-
ty study to determine whether the 
state can borrow more money and 
meet payback obligations, he said.

“We are going to market next 
week with only the second piece of 

the Connect NC bond” approved by 
voters in 2016, Folwell said.

“We are just not in a position 
to be issuing debt and having the 
money lying around waiting for 
somebody to get their ducks in a 
row” to begin construction, he said. 
So any discussion of future debt 
must include information about 
whether projects are ready to start.

That didn’t happen with the 
Build NC program, Folwell said. No 
one’s sure what projects will be in-
cluded and when construction 
would begin. 

That makes it tough to calculate 
whether and when the state could 
take on more debt, partly because 
interest rates, labor, and materials 
costs could rise.

“I’m in favor of transportation. 
I’m in favor of those that advocate 
for transportation,” Folwell said. 
But he didn’t support Build NC for 
several reasons. Among them: It 
didn’t require a vote of the people to 
approve the debt.

— Dan Way

Navy study says no more wind turbines at Amazon site

N.C. treasurer says state doesn’t have an ‘unlimited credit card’

State Treasurer Dale Folwell, speaking at the John Locke Foundation in 2017.
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School construction, 
and finding a 
way to do school 
construction, 
especially in rural, 
depopulating parts 
of North Carolina, 
is vitally important. 
But it has to be 
done with the 
understanding that, 
unlike the federal 
government, we 
do not have an 
unlimited credit 
card.

- State Treasurer Dale Folwell

AMAZON WIND FARM. Expanding a Pasquotank County wind facility would 
interfere with operation of radar protecting U.S. coastline.
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State lawmakers said the mas-
sive turbines in Pasquotank County 
would interfere with ROTHR.

The Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology’s Lincoln Labora-
tory was the lead independent ra-
dar specialist organization for the 
study. 

The executive summary cov-
ered four pages, but the Navy 
would not release the full report. 

“At this time, there is no re-
leasable technical report to pro-
vide, and the results were briefed to 

the Navy-led Mitigation Response 
Team with technical peer review 
provided by the ROTHR Program 
Office,” Navy spokeswoman Kati-
sha Draughn-Fraguada told CJ.

Last year, the General Assem-
bly instituted an 18-month morato-
rium on new N.C. wind farms. 

The purpose of the moratorium 
was to allow the General Assembly 
time to study how wind projects 
and other development may pose a 
threat to military operations. 

The moratorium expires in De-

cember.
In June 2012, the government’s 

ROTHR Program Office released a 
study concluding that, to prevent 
interference with radar operation, a 
large-scale wind farm should be no 
closer than 28 miles from a ROTHR 
facility. 

The Navy released a map show-
ing the “interference awareness ar-
ea” relating to the ROTHR receiv-
ing facility in Virginia. 

The Amazon Wind Farm covers 
about 20,000 acres. It begins about 

14 miles from the ROTHR facility 
and stretches to a point about 22 
miles away. It is entirely within the 
28-mile interference awareness ar-
ea described in the 2012 study.

The Obama administration’s 
Department of Defense reversed 
position in October 2014 and en-
tered an agreement citing a goal 
“to ensure that the robust develop-
ment of renewable energy sourc-
es.”

— Don Carrington

Albemarle SoundEdenton

Naval ROTHR

AMAZON WIND FARM

28-mile radius 
from radar
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State Treasurer Dale Folwell 
summoned the state’s key 
health care players to a round-

table and instructed them to help 
the State Health Plan save $300 mil-
lion each of the next five years.

“This is a serious matter,” Fol-
well said July 18. The State Health 
Plan is saddled with $35 billion in 
unfunded liabilities because the 
General Assembly promised free fu-
ture health care benefits for retirees 
but never set aside money for them.

“Most of what happens in 
health care right now is unexplain-
able, it’s unacceptable, and finan-
cially the State Health Plan is un-
sustainable,” Folwell said. The state 
spends $750 million every 30 days 
on health care.

Reducing spending by $1.5 bil-
lion over the next five years “doesn’t 
mean we can climb out of this hole 
immediately,” Folwell said. But the 
savings could be set aside to start re-
tiring the $35 billion debt.

If costs keep rising, spending 
cuts will be necessary in education, 
transportation, economic develop-
ment, and other core functions of 
government.

North Carolina is self-insured, 
relying on employee contributions 
and tax dollars. Blue Cross and Blue 
Shield of North Carolina administers 
the plan. Folwell directed BCBSNC in 
May to cut provider rates by 15 per-
cent this year when it renegotiates 
contracts, amounting to $300 mil-
lion annually.

“If you’re just here to be affirmed 
about something you already think, 
you’re probably in the wrong meet-
ing,” Folwell told more than three 
dozen people assembled at the trea-
surer’s office and listening by tele-
conference.

Before the meeting, some of the 
health care organizations told the 
treasurer their subsidies must con-
tinue or they would go out of busi-
ness.

“Shame on you for saying that,” 
Folwell said.

Many of the health care pro-
vider groups’ responses were fa-
miliar. They cited a need for a cen-
tral health information exchange; a 
lack of claims data; doctors’ unwill-
ingness to share patient medical re-
cords; sharp differences among in-
surance benefits; and too many bill-

ing systems to navigate — hamper-
ing efficiency and cost-cutting mea-
sures.

Robin Huffman, executive direc-
tor of the N.C. Psychiatric Associa-
tion, said undiagnosed and untreat-
ed mental illness may be one reason 
State Health Plan costs increased. 

Mental health needs to be integrat-
ed with physical health in a collab-
orative care model. She cited a 2014 
study updated this year estimating 
a potential $38 billion to $68 billion 
savings nationally.

— Dan Way

QUICK TAKES
Treasurer to medical providers: Give State Health Plan a break

A SERIOUS MATTER. Ardis Watkins, spokeswoman for the State Employees Association of North Carolina, offers re-
marks during a health care cost-containment roundtable called July 18 by State Treasurer Dale Folwell. 
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Folwell wants 
providers to help 
reduce unfunded 
liabilities in 
insurance plan 
for state workers, 
retirees

BLEEDING MONEY, unable to sign 
up enough subscribers, and inca-
pable of investing in new technol-
ogy to attract users, Salisbury’s be-
leaguered municipal broadband ser-
vice is about to be leased to a pri-
vate firm.

The N.C. Local Government 
Commission approved a deal July 
10 allowing Salisbury to refinance 
the Fibrant system’s $26.5 million 
in bonds. They would be convert-
ed from municipal debt to a tax-
able structure so that third-party, 
for-profit company Hotwire Com-
munications could lease and oper-
ate the city’s assets.

The city’s broadband network 
has been a money pit. Salisbury bor-
rowed about $40 million to launch 
the subscriber-based service and 
still owes $33,093,603 on the debt, 
most of which was financed using 

certificates of participation — debt 
instruments that don’t require pub-
lic approval. Even so, 81.5 percent of 
local voters approved the lease ref-
erendum May 8.

The system needed 30 percent 
of the city’s market, or about 4,500 
subscribers, to meet annual debt 
payments. Shannon Moore, Salis-
bury finance director, told commis-
sion members the subscriber base 
fluctuates between 3,000 and 3,200.

The city has dipped into its wa-
ter and sewer reserves to offset loss-
es. The city often made only inter-
est payments on its loans because it 
couldn’t afford to pay the principal.

As a result, national bond rating 
agency Moody’s Investor Services 
lowered the city’s bond rating, and 
rating agency Fitch issued a stern 
warning. Last year, the broadband 
fund started paying back money 
borrowed from the water and sew-
er fund.

Moore said the broadband ser-
vice got $3.2 million in subsidies 
last fiscal year from the city’s gen-
eral fund, and another $3 million is 
budgeted from the general fund to 
keep the broadband network afloat 
in 2019. The service has been losing 
about $3 million every year. Even 

after the handoff to Hotwire, the 
city will continue annual subsidies 
of about $1.1 million.

Commission staff said the city’s 
use of transfers from the gener-
al fund to subsidize the broadband 
network is a strong indication it 
doesn’t intend to pay those back to 
the general fund.

Hotwire has entered into lease 
agreements with multitenant and 
multidwelling communities such 
as senior and student housing and 
apartment and condominium com-
plexes. It has 150,000 subscribers 
overall in Texas, Florida, and Penn-
sylvania.

“We’re the only local govern-
ment they’ve had a partnership 
with,” Moore said.

“We actually will get a percent-
age of the gross revenue that Hot-
wire bills” to customers, she said. 
The first-year minimum lease pay-
ment would be $1.182 million in 
2019 on projected revenue of $1.5 
million. Hotwire has said it could 
retire the city’s debt by 2029. The 
lease allows the city to opt out of 
the contract if Hotwire doesn’t meet 
minimum lease payments.

— Dan Way

May referendum 
approved lease to 
private company, 
which will assume 
debt

State lets Salisbury refinance 
debt for muni broadband system

N.C. retains AAA bond 
rating even with tax cap 

amendment on ballot

A constitutional amendment 
capping the state’s top in-
come tax rate at 7 per-

cent didn’t seem to spook national 
bond-rating agencies, state Trea-
surer Dale Folwell said. The three 
agencies recently reaffirmed the 
state’s AAA bond rating.

Folwell made the announce-
ment about the bond rating July 
11. He noted North Carolina is one 
of only 13 states to achieve that 
rating. Growing state reserves and 
conservative fiscal management, 
hallmarks of the Republican-led 
General Assembly since it won 
a majority of legislative seats in 
2010, also contributed to the rat-
ing.

The ratings were assigned as 
the state prepared to issue $400 
million of voter-approved gener-
al-obligation Connect NC bonds 
in mid-July. It was the second is-
suance. The first, for $200 million, 
was floated in 2016. The Connect 
NC bonds total $2 billion for uni-
versities, community colleges, lo-
cal parks, infrastructure, and oth-

er projects.
“Having these AAA ratings en-

sures that we can borrow money 
at the lowest possible rates, which 
results in the state having more 
buying power,” Folwell said in a 
news release. 

The bond agencies all affirmed 
the ratings knowing the General 
Assembly placed a constitution-
al amendment on the Nov. 6 ballot 
reducing the state’s maximum in-
come tax rate from 10 percent to 7 
percent. S&P Global Ratings noted 
in its summary that they “do not 
expect voter approval of the reduc-
tion to have a rating impact.”

Local governments welcomed 
Folwell’s announcement.

“This is great news and 
demonstrates that North Caroli-
na has some of the most sound fi-
nancial stewardship in the coun-
try at the state and local levels,” 
said Scott Mooneyham, spokes-
man for the N.C. League of Munic-
ipalities.

— Dan Way
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QUICK TAKES
Berger Democratic challenger wins residency appeal at elections board

Senate leader Phil Berger, 
R-Rockingham, will have a 
Democratic challenger in the 

general election after all.
After two hours of debate Ju-

ly 12, the Bipartisan State Board of 
Elections and Ethics Enforcement 
reversed a local elections panel’s de-
cision disqualifying Jennifer Man-
grum from the race. In what is be-
coming a familiar 5-4 split — with 
unaffiliated member Damon Circos-
ta siding with the board’s four Dem-
ocrats against the four Republicans 
— the state board said the panel of 
county elections officials it hand-
picked erred in deciding Mangrum 
didn't live in the district.

“I’m just really happy that it 
turned out the way it did. I had 
truth on my side. I’m a happy resi-
dent in Rockingham County, in Re-
idsville. I’m disappointed it had to 
come this far, but I’m really excited 
and ready to move on,” Mangrum 
said after the hearing.

Lawyers for the opposing sides 
and state board members debated 
technical distinctions between le-

gal requirements that must be met 
to establish candidate residency in 
a district, a lower panel’s findings of 
fact, and which should control the 
state board’s decision-making au-
thority as an appellate body.

In the end, Democrats Andrew 
Penry, Joshua Malcolm, Stella Ander-
son, and Valerie Johnson joined Cir-
costa in reversing the lower panel.

They said it was clear from their 
reading of the case that the lower 
panel simply got it wrong based on 
the whole record.

Republicans John Lewis, Ken 
Raymond, Jay Hemphill, and Sta-
cy Eggers wanted either to uphold 
the lower panel’s decision or send 
it back for a rewrite relying more on 
the facts used for the decision in-
stead of quotes from the transcript. 
They all voted to uphold the original 
decision.

This isn’t the first tricky resi-
dency challenge to come before the 
state board.

A similar case involving a chal-
lenge against Sen. Ben Clark, 
D-Hoke, was heard May 3. Clark’s 

credibility in denying he moved 
outside his district was in question. 
That matter figured into the July 12 
debate, in which Mangrum’s credi-
bility was in dispute.

In the Clark case, Penry, the 
state board chairman, said the 
board could rule only whether the 
lower board’s decision followed the 
law and not on Clark’s credibility.

Lewis said Democrats wanted 
to do the opposite in the Mangrum 
case “because of a desired political 
outcome.”

Reversing a lower panel’s order 
sends a message that their work is 
unimportant, Lewis said.

Berger has been opposed just 
three of the nine times he has run in 
his Senate district. Mangrum said it 
was important not to allow a candi-
date to run unopposed.

She said the residency chal-
lenge and appeals have helped her 
campaign.

“We’ve almost tripled our dona-
tions,” Mangrum said.

— Dan Way

THE CHALLENGER. Democrat Jennifer Mangrum won a challenge to her resi-
dency in Senate District 30 July 12 at the Bipartisan State Board of Elections 
and Ethics Enforcement.
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Superior Court judge sanctions 
N.C. DOT for missing deadline 

for Map Act property appraisals
FORSYTH SUPERIOR Court Judge 
John Craig issued a July 6 sanction 
penalizing the N.C. Department of 
Transportation for missing a May 28 
deadline for appraising Winston-Sa-
lem properties affected by the Map 
Act.

The department was supposed 
to submit 191 appraisals by May 28, 
but a substantial number were ei-
ther submitted after the deadline or 
weren’t completed. 

The court believes about 100 ap-
praisals have yet to be submitted to 
the plaintiffs’ counsel and estimates 
about 150 deposits remain unsatis-
fied.

Under the 1987 Map Act, the N.C. 
DOT was able to prevent properties 
in the path of roadways from devel-
oping without officially taking and 
paying for the land. 

Property owners in Winston-Sa-
lem turned to the court to make the 
state buy their properties and pay 
them interest from the time the land 
was designated as within the pro-
tected corridor of future roadways.

The issue made it all the way to 
the N.C. Supreme Court, and in June 
2016 the high Court ruled N.C. DOT 
did take landowners’ property and 
thus had to pay. 

But the court didn’t specify what 
kind of taking had occurred, which is 
necessary in determining how much 
N.C. DOT owed property owners.

Following a dismissal of the N.C. 

DOT’s appeal, Forsyth County Su-
perior Court issued an order Nov. 28, 
2017, outlining a six-month timeline 
for N.C. DOT to begin appraisals and 
make deposits by the end of May. 

N.C. DOT missed the deadline, 
leading plaintiffs in the Forsyth Map 
Act case to file a motion requesting 
sanctions.

Craig’s sanctions order forbids 
the department from using the late 
appraisals in future court hearings, 
as well as all expert testimony from 
appraisers concerning these apprais-
als.

The judge chastised N.C. DOT for 
failing to inform the court that the 
department wouldn’t be able to meet 
the deadline and for only filing a mo-
tion for an extension three weeks af-
ter the deadline had passed.

The sanctions order also said 
N.C. DOT didn’t keep track of the ap-
praisals and almost immediately fell 
behind schedule, in part because the 
department failed to retain enough 
appraisers to handle the caseload. 
Furthermore, no one at N.C. DOT 
was given the role of supervising 
compliance with the court order.

Matthew Bryant, a Winston-Sa-
lem attorney representing hundreds 
of property owners in the Map Act 
lawsuits, said they still stand ready 
to deal fairly with the transportation 
department, despite the delays.

— Lindsay Marchello

North Carolina’s Republican 
U.S. senators are applaud-
ing President Trump’s 

nomination of federal Appeals 
Court Judge Brett Kavanaugh to 
the Supreme Court, where Kava-
naugh would replace retiring Jus-
tice Anthony Kennedy.

Kavanaugh represents Trump’s 
chance to push the Supreme Court 
to the right. Kennedy was often a 
swing vote. Kavanaugh’s record is 
more consistently friendly to lim-
ited government, Second Amend-
ment rights, and separation of 
powers.

Kavanaugh has served for 
12 years on the U.S. Court of Ap-
peals for the D.C. Circuit, where he 
has written about 300 opinions. 
He worked in the George W. Bush 
White House.

Both of North Carolina’s sen-
ators formally backed the presi-
dent’s nominee, who will have to 
clear the Senate, which has a 51-
49 GOP majority.

“Judge Kavanaugh undoubt-
edly has the right qualifications 
to serve as an associate justice on 
the Supreme Court,” Sen. Thom 
Tillis, a member of the Senate Ju-
diciary Committee, said in a press 
release. “I hope all my colleagues, 
regardless of their party affilia-
tion, will ignore the pressure from 
partisan special-interest groups 

by fairly and thoughtfully assess-
ing Judge Kavanaugh.”

Sen. Richard Burr said he was 
confident the Senate would pro-
vide its “advice and consent” to 
the president “fairly and prompt-
ly.”

“President Trump has put forth 
a highly qualified and respected 
candidate committed to the rule 
of law,” Burr said in a statement. 
“Judge Kavanaugh’s credentials 
are impeccable, and as a judge for 
the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 
D.C. Circuit he has considered ma-
ny of the most pressing legal ques-
tions of our time.”

If Kavanaugh replaces Kenne-
dy, Democrats fear a more conser-
vative court could overturn or un-
dermine the abortion rights pro-

tected under Roe v. Wade. At Ka-
vanaugh’s confirmation hearing 
in 2006, when asked if he consid-
ered Roe v. Wade to be an “abomi-
nation,” Kavanaugh said, “if con-
firmed to the D.C. Circuit, I would 
follow Roe v. Wade faithfully and 
fully. That would be binding prec-
edent of the court.”

Skeptics on the left have point-
ed to Kavanaugh’s dissent last 
year from a D.C. Circuit court rul-
ing allowing an undocumented 
minor in detention to get an abor-
tion without first being trans-
ferred to an immigration sponsor.

Senate Majority Leader Mitch 
McConnell, R-Kentucky, who in 
2016 blocked former President 
Obama’s nomination of appellate 
Judge Merrick Garland to the Su-
preme Court, has vowed to keep 
the Senate in session until the end 
of the year if needed to confirm ju-
dicial appointments, now includ-
ing Kavanaugh’s.

Democrats may use Kava-
naugh’s record — including the 
300 opinions, a stint in the Bush 
White House, and work as an at-
torney under former independent 
counsel Kenneth Starr during the 
Monica Lewinsky scandal — as an 
excuse to delay confirmation hear-
ings and a pre-election vote.

— Julie Havlak

N.C.’s senators back Kavanaugh 
pick for Supreme Court

Judge Kavanaugh 
undoubtedly 
has the right 
qualifications 
to serve as an 
associate justice 
on the Supreme 
Court.

- Sen. Thom Tillis, R-N.C.
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QUICK TAKES
Tennessee pre-K study finds program didn’t 

improve academic achievement
Defying conventional wis-

dom, a statewide study on 
Tennessee’s voluntary state 

preschool program shows children 
who participated in the program 
didn’t perform any better than chil-
dren who didn’t attend pre-K.

The study is the first large ran-
domized control test of a state 
funded pre-K program.

Vanderbilt Institute Research 
Professors Mark Lipsey, Dale Far-
ran, and Kelley Durkin conducted a 
randomized control test on 3,131 el-
igible children who applied for ad-
mission at one of 79 oversubscribed 
Voluntary Pre-K programs.

Although the study found pos-
itive short-term achievement by 
the end of pre-K, those gains disap-
peared as VPK children entered el-
ementary school and even turned 
negative by the third grade. The 
control group scored higher in math 
and science than the group who at-
tended the pre-K program.

In math, the VPK group saw 
roughly 13 percent less growth in 
math achievement than expect-
ed. In science, the VPK group saw 
around 23 percent less growth.

Researchers found no signifi-
cant impact on reading achieve-

Wake County Hispanic Republicans face recruitment challenge
IN AN EFFORT to reach alienated 
voters, Hispanic immigrants spoke 
at the Wake County Hispanic Re-
publicans meeting July 17. Much of 
the meeting focused on combating 
perceptions of hostility toward im-
migrants, which surround the Re-
publican Party this election sea-
son.

The Wake County Hispanic Re-
publicans group is less than a year 
old, with 14 paid members and a 
budget of less than $1,000. The 
event drew about 20 people.

A first-generation American, in-
terim WCHR Vice President Juan 
Pleitez was the first member of 
his family to go to college or high 
school. His mother had a third-
grade education, and his father left 
school when he was 14 to provide 
for his family.

Pleitez was the first Republican 
in his family.

“At home, I’ve always been 
taught that nothing is going to be 
handed to you in life. You reap what 
you sow,” Pleitez said. “My belief 
in retaining what you’ve worked so 
hard for, in family values, is what 
I believe the Republican Party 
stands for. … This room should be 

filled with Hispanic Republicans.”
If the room was a little emptier 

than in his vision, Pleitez said the 
stigma of racism haunts the Re-
publican Party and its immigration 
policies.

“People are scared of joining a 
party that is against them, and I 
think that’s why I’m such an oddi-
ty,” Pleitez said.

Racial animus was a persistent 
shadow that dogged the meeting. 
Concerns about Russell Walker, the 
Republican nominee in state House 
District 48, who wrote on his web-
site that “God is a racist” and Jew-
ish people are Satanic, repeatedly 
surfaced during discussion.

In early July, the state Republi-
can Party barred Walker from ap-
pearing at any party functions.

“The North Carolina Republican 
Party condemns your actions and 
statements and wishes you to drop 
out of the House District 48 Race 
immediately,” said a notice from 
N.C. GOP Executive Director Dallas 
Woodhouse.

Members of the audience crit-
icized the Republican Party’s re-
sponse to Walker’s campaign as a 
“hypocrisy scene,” while panelists 

lamented his impact on the party’s 
image.  

“We should speak up and be de-
fending our communities, and as 
Republicans, some of us are lacking 
in that. We should fuel that fire, not 
cut it back,” said Jeannette Quin, 
WCHR’s public relations officer.

Quin said President Trump’s 
rhetoric inflames the issue.

“I love President Trump. I 
helped his campaign, but my mom 
told me there is a way to do what 
you have to do and be respectful. 
… He crossed a line. That’s a deal-
breaker for most people,” Quin said.

Multiple panelists have re-
ceived bewildered or hostile reac-
tions from fellow Hispanics when 
they declared their political af-
filiations. WCHR President Elé-
na Southern said being a Republi-
can has cost her more than a few 
friends.

“I find them to be very cut-
throat when they want to diminish 
my values in comparison,” South-
ern said. “I will get into that issue. I 
don’t shy away from being Republi-
can and Hispanic.”

— Julie Havlak

stay at home instead of attending 
pre-K.

Terry Stoops, vice president of 
research and director of education 
studies at the John Locke Founda-
tion, said unlike most studies on 
state pre-K programs, the Vander-
bilt researchers used a randomized 
control test, the “gold standard” in 
social science research.

“By randomly assigning stu-
dents to control and treatment 
groups, the researchers minimized 
the possibility that the results were 
due to unobserved characteristics 
of each group,” Stoops said.

The Tennessee study doesn’t 
necessarily spell trouble for North 
Carolina’s pre-K program. Rob 
Thompson, deputy director of the 
advocacy group NC Child, said peo-
ple shouldn’t draw conclusions from 
a Tennessee study about how North 
Carolina’s program is working.

A February 2017 study from 
the Frank Porter Graham Institute 
found that, by the end of kindergar-
ten, pre-K participants scored sig-
nificantly higher on math but saw 
little difference in literacy and lan-
guage skills. A May 2017 study of 
North Carolina’s pre-K program 
from the same researchers showed 

positive improvements in math, lit-
eracy, and language skills of chil-
dren who attended the state pro-
gram.

But the studies didn’t use a ran-
domized control test and compared 
outcomes of children identified 
some time after they did or didn’t 
attend pre-K, which the Vanderbilt 
researchers argue could lead to se-
lection bias.

The N.C. Pre-K program has 
served more than 350,000 children 
since it started in 2001. Democrats 
and Republicans alike have indicat-
ed a desire to expand the program 
to serve more children and clear up 
any waiting lists.

Earlier this year, lawmakers 
agreed to spend more than $80 mil-
lion for the 2019-20 fiscal year and 
more than $90 million for the 2020-
21 fiscal year to expand the state’s 
pre-K program.

“I still think there is a compel-
ling case for targeted preschool pro-
grams, such as those for poor and 
neglected children, but the results 
of this study undercut the case for 
expansive, state-funded early edu-
cation programs,” Stoops said.

— Lindsay Marchello
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Hispanic Ethnicity by Subdivision in Wake County 
(As a Percentage of the Population)

SOURCE: US CENSUS BUREAU

ment in the third grade, or on school 
attendance, grade retention, or dis-
ciplinary infractions between pre-K 
and third grade.

What researchers found is VPK 
participants were designated as 
needing special education services 
at a slightly higher rate than the 
control group. This is one possible 

explanation for the outcomes of the 
study, as the researchers conclude 
that “such identification may then 
lead to lower educational expecta-
tions and levels of instruction for 
these children.”

The researchers said another 
explanation is some children may 
be better off academically if they 
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DEVELOPING STORIES

Chris Anglin was a relative-
ly unknown late addition to 
a state Supreme Court race. 

The General Assembly propelled 
him into the spotlight by passing 
Senate Bill 3.

S.B. 3, the Party Disclo-
sure/2018 Judicial Races Act, re-
quires candidates for judicial rac-
es to be registered with the party 
label they’re using for at least 90 
days before filing.

If a candidate hadn’t regis-
tered with a party within the time 
frame, then no party affiliation 
would appear on the ballot. The 
bill also allows candidates to with-
draw any time before Aug. 8.

Anglin, a long-time registered 
Democrat, changed his registra-
tion to Republican a few weeks be-
fore filing in the race between in-
cumbent Justice Barbara Jackson, 
a Republican, and civil-rights law-
yer Anita Earls, a Democrat.

Republicans dashed back to 
Raleigh July 24 for a special ses-
sion. The stated reason was to 
pass House Bill 3. It strips from 
ballots descriptions of what con-
stitutional amendments would do.

The party affiliation ques-
tion wasn’t mentioned by House 
Speaker Tim Moore, R-Cleveland, 
in a post on his website about the 
special session. S.B. 3 was intro-
duced several hours after the ses-
sion convened. 

Republicans argued the bill 
would restore the 90-day party 
affiliation rule for judicial races. 
The rule was left out of the Elec-

toral Freedom Act of 2017, which, 
among other things, eliminated ju-
dicial primaries in the 2018 elec-
tion cycle.

During debate over S.B. 3, sev-
eral Republicans said the bill was 
intended to prevent Anglin from 
confusing voters and possibly re-
ducing Jackson’s tally at the polls. 
Anglin has made statements 
claiming he’s a “constitutional Re-
publican,” but he hired longtime 
liberal Democratic strategist Perry 
Woods to run his campaign.

The Supreme Court contest is 
the only high-profile statewide 
contest on the November ballot. 
Its outcome also could sway the 
court to the left. Democrats now 
hold four of the seven seats, but 
Democratic Justice Sam Ervin IV 
has voted with Republicans in sev-
eral split decisions.

If Earls replaced Jackson, Dem-
ocrats would hold a 5-2 edge.

Gov. Roy Cooper vetoed the 
bill July 27. He left Republicans in 
a time crunch to override his veto. 

The Bipartisan State Board 
of Elections and Ethics Enforce-
ment said it needs the ballot lan-
guage finalized by Aug. 8 to pre-
pare more than 1,400 ballot ver-
sions for the Nov. 6 elections.

Democrats almost uniform-
ly rejected the bill when it was in-
troduced. Sen. Joel Ford, D-Meck-
lenburg, was the only Democrat to 
vote for it.

— Lindsay Marchello and Julie 
Havlak 

THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY sent Gov. 
Roy Cooper a bill changing how 
proposed constitutional amend-
ments will appear on the Nov. 6 
ballot. Democrats claimed the 
move was motivated by fear the 
ballot language would portray the 
six amendments in an unfavorable 
light.

In a special session convened 
with fewer than 24 hours' notice, 
Republicans introduced House Bill 
3 on July 24. 

It passed the House after brief 
debate by a 67-36 margin. H.B. 3 re-
moves a requirement for ballots to 
include a brief caption describing 
what each constitutional amend-
ment would do. 

Instead of the short caption, 
the words “Constitutional Amend-
ment” and the amendment text will 
appear for each measure on the bal-
lot.

The Senate later passed the 
measure, 27-14.

The bill dealt with changes to 
the mission of the Constitutional 
Amendments Publication Commis-
sion, established in 1983. 

It’s charged with writing de-
scriptions of the amendments in 
plain language. 

That language had been posted 
on placards at polling sites and in-
cluded in voting guides the secre-
tary of state and the State Board of 
Elections sent to registered voters. 

In 2016, Republican lawmakers 
passed a law ordering the commis-
sion also to write amendment cap-
tions on ballots.

Republicans got uneasy, as the 
commission now has two Dem-
ocratic members — Secretary of 
State Elaine Marshall and Attorney 

General Josh Stein — and only one 
Republican, Legislative Services Of-
ficer Paul Coble.

Rep. David Lewis, R-Harnett, 
asked House Speaker Tim Moore to 
convene the special session, say-
ing the commission was delaying 
its work and was likely to come up 
with ballot language that would 
turn voters against the amend-
ments.

Lewis said H.B. 3 restored the 
commission’s original purpose.

Rep. Darren Jackson, D-Wake, 
questioned why the change was 
necessary now, especially since the 

commission had already begun its 
work. 

Lewis didn’t say why the change 
was needed now, only that the bill 
was to relieve the commission from 
its newly assigned duty.

Republicans, anticipating a veto 
from Gov. Roy Cooper, also amend-
ed the rules to permit same-day 
votes on veto overrides.

Cooper issued the veto July 27, 
three days after lawmakers final-
ized the bill. Lawmakers had not ad-
dressed the veto by press time.

— Lindsay Marchello and Kari Travis

Party disclosure bill 
could bring courts into 
election process again

NCGA: Ballots won’t include captions 
describing constitutional amendments

HOUSE BILL 3 PASSED BY A 67-36 MARGIN. Rep. David Lewis, R-Harnett, 
asked House Speaker Tim Moore to convene the special session, saying the 
Constitutional Amendments Publication Commission was delaying its work.
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Two former members of West-
ern Carolina University’s 
Board of Trustees recom-

mended Tom Fetzer as interim 
chancellor at WCU, Fetzer told Car-
olina Journal. 

Fetzer is a member of the Uni-
versity of North Carolina Board of 
Governors, former Raleigh may-
or, former state Republican Party 
chairman, and long-time GOP ac-
tivist and consultant. 

The news follows arguments 
among BOG members, some of 
whom have openly berated Fetzer 
for allegedly meddling in the search 
for a new WCU chancellor. The 
WCU chancellor’s position became 
open June 17. Former Chancellor 
David Belcher, a leader beloved by 

many in the UNC community, died 
after a two-year battle with brain 
cancer. 

After Belcher’s death, Fetzer 
was open to becoming inter-
im chancellor, but UNC President 

Margaret Spellings instead se-
lected WCU Provost Alison Mor-
rison-Shetlar. It was a “superb ap-
pointment,” Fetzer told CJ. 

On July 12, the board was set 
to vote on a candidate appointed 
by Spellings. But after two hours 
in closed session, no vote was tak-
en. The undisclosed chancellor ap-
pointee withdrew from consid-
eration a few days later, and the 
board announced it would restart 
the search process. 

Fetzer is largely to blame for 
the disruption, Lou Bissette, the 
board’s former chairman, said 
during a July 26 BOG commit-
tee meeting in Chapel Hill, a story 
from the News and Observer says. 

Email records obtained by CJ 

show Fetzer hired an outside firm 
to investigate Spellings’ candidate 
after reviewing the appointee’s CV. 

“I became concerned of a claim, 
found on page three, that ____ had 
lectured at _____, which I had nev-
er heard of,” Fetzer wrote July 11. 

Fetzer contacted a friend at 
QVerity, a consulting firm staffed 
by former CIA personnel. He re-
leased the WCU chancellor candi-
date’s name to the firm, which per-
formed a “preliminary review.”

Some board members said 
Fetzer was wrong to share the 
name of the appointee with out-
side counsel. 

Fetzer defended the action, cit-
ing legal requirements that any 
state employee be thoroughly vet-

ted. UNC runs background checks 
on every chancellor appointee and 
completed a review of the WCU 
candidate, university officials con-
firmed. 

Fetzer confirmed to CJ that oth-
er board members knew he was 
taking the name of the appoin-
tee to an outside firm, but refused 
to disclose names. CJ asked Fetzer 
whether he offered himself as a 
candidate for the WCU chancellor-
ship. 

“No,” he said. 
The chancellor search so far 

has cost $100,000, and more ex-
penses may be incurred, said Spell-
ings. 

— Kari Travis

BOG member says he was recommended for job at WCU

FOR LATEST INFORMATION VISIT CAROLINAJOURNAL.COM

Fetzer is largely 
to blame for the 
disruption, Lou 
Bissette, the board’s 
former chairman, 
said during a July 
26 BOG committee 
meeting.
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BY LINDSAY MARCHELLO

The Raleigh City Council once 
again has changed the rules 
of outdoor seating for down-

town diners, but some business 
owners say they were never con-
sulted before the changes were 
made.

On May 1, the council unani-
mously — with the exception of 
Dickie Thompson, who was absent 
— approved changes to the outdoor 
dining ordinance for downtown es-
tablishments.

The new requirements ban out-
door seating which creates a mean-
dering path. Instead, there must be 
a straight, clear path on the side-
walk for pedestrians, with medal-
lions marking off dining areas.

Other changes distinguish 
whether outdoor seating is allowed 
along the curb or by the edge of a 
building, depending on the width of 
the sidewalk. 

While the previous ordinance 
required a seating buffer of five feet 
from a tree, the revised ordinance 
requires outdoor seating only to be 
at least two feet from a tree grate.

These changes arrived as 
restaurant and bar owners were 
set to renew their outdoor seating 
permits. A few will have to rethink 
their plans with new rules in order. 

Many felt blindsided by the 
quick process and the lack of public 
input sought by city officials.

Zack Medford, who owns down-
town establishments including 
Isaac Hunter’s Tavern and Paddy 
O’Beers, said he was surprised by 
the changes.

“We didn’t hear anything about 
it,” Medford said. “I’m running a 
business. I don’t have time to read 
every single set of minutes that 
they put out for city council meet-
ings and work sessions.”

Travis Crane, the city’s assistant 
planning director, said four out of 
the 29 establishments that have ap-
plied for a permit renewal will lose 
seats. Sitti will go from 11 to eight 
seats, Treats will go from eight to 
seven, and Woody’s will go from 18 
to 16 seats.

Crane said Isaac Hunter’s Tavern, 

which will go from 21 to 10 seats, 
voluntarily reduced its seating be-
yond the requirement.

Joseph Hatch, owner of Woody’s 
at City Market, posted on Twitter his 
frustration with the new rules.

“After 16 years one of the most 
quaint views and all of downtown 
Raleigh to enjoy a beer and a meal 
will soon disappear,” Hatch tweet-
ed. “With the new rules essentially 
any sidewalk that is under 9 ft will 
not be able to have outdoor seat-
ing.”

Regulating outdoor dining was a 
contentious issue not long ago, with 
complaints in May 2015 over noise 
and overcrowding along the Fayette-
ville Street corridor. 

The complaints spurred the city 
council to action. Often heated de-
bate eventually led to a compromise 
in 2016 and an ordinance outlining 
rules for outdoor dining.

“It would be nice to sit down 
with city council and if they want 
to have that goal of having things 
be more accessible, we should all sit 
down together and work to find solu-
tions,” Medford said. “We spent two 
years doing that in 2015 and 2016. I 
guess we just forgot the lessons we 
learned back then.”

Council member Stef Mendell 
said the changes shouldn’t have 
come as a surprise. When the origi-
nal ordinance went into effect, the 
council said it would re-evaluate the 
rules and make adjustments as nec-
essary.

“When this was put into place — 
which was before I was on the coun-
cil — there was an understanding 
that it would be revisited at some 
point,” Mendell said.

In February, the council asked 
staff to look into possible changes in 
the outdoor dining ordinance and re-
turn with recommendations in April. 

Since changes were made to the 
City Code and not to the Unified De-
velopment Ordinance, the planning 
commission didn’t have to review 
them. A public hearing wasn’t re-
quired.

Council member David Cox didn’t 
respond to emails requesting com-
ment on the issue, but his tweets 
said the changes were made to ac-
commodate those with disabilities.

“We changed the rule to provide 
a straight, clear path on the sidewalk 
for people like my niece and nephew 
who use wheelchairs and the dis-
abled that my wife and I volunteer 
with every month,” Cox tweeted.

Critics say council members 

should look in the mirror when 
talking about making the city more 
accessible for those with disabili-
ties.

“I think it’s kind of funny that 
they can sit in a building that is as 
ADA-unfriendly as the City Coun-
cil Chamber is and create these rules 
that dictate how small businesses 
who have invested in our commu-
nity have to handle this,” Medford 
said, speaking of the federal Amer-
icans with Disabilities Act. 

“I’d love to see the same amount 
of effort being put into making our 
city government buildings more ac-
cessible.”

Mendell said the city is working 
to ensure all city buildings comply 
with the ADA, but that shouldn’t 
preclude improving access so the 
disabled can use public sidewalks.

“I’m glad that people are con-
cerned about that,” Mendell said. 
“I intend to look into it to see what 
other changes we might be able to 
make, but even if it turns out we ha-
ven’t done a good job in other ar-
eas — to me that’s like two wrongs 
don’t make a right.”

Brent Woodcox, special coun-
sel to Republicans at the General 
Assembly, took issue with the city 
council’s line of argument. He cited 
a tweet from Mendell, who asked, 
“why should businesses have the 
right to take over a public space in 
order to enrich themselves regard-
less of the impact on other Raleigh 
residents?”

“To me that’s just an an-
ti-small-business attitude,” Wood-
cox said. “That’s an anti-entrepre-
neurial attitude, and that’s not the 
Raleigh we’re trying to build.”

LOCAL GOVERNMENT
Raleigh puts new limits on outdoor seating, surprising businesses
Council said 
changes didn’t 
require public 
hearing and 
focused mainly on 
making sidewalks 
friendlier to 
disabled visitors 
and residents

RALEIGH PUTS LIMITS ON OUTDOOR SEATING. Picnic tables like these at Calavera Empenadas and Tequila Bar in 
downtown Raleigh were outlawed in 2016 because the benches are attached. 
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After 16 years one 
of the most quaint 
views and all of 
downtown Raleigh 
to enjoy a beer and 
a meal will soon 
disappear. With the 
new rules essentially 
any sidewalk that is 
under 9 ft will not be 
able to have outdoor 
seating.

- Joseph Hatch, Owner of 
Woody’s at City Market

But the biggest issue, according 
to Woodcox, is with the process it-
self and how business owners were 
seemingly left out.

“One thing that government 
— typically local government — 
should never do is surprise people,” 
Woodcox said.

City council members said there 
was plenty of engagement with 
downtown establishments. The 
staff was told to schedule a meet-
ing with the Downtown Raleigh Al-
liance, a nonprofit focused on revi-
talizing downtown. Council mem-
ber Nicole Stewart is the liaison to 
the Downtown Raleigh Alliance.

“I’ve heard from downtown 
restaurant owners about their ques-
tions and concerns with our new 
outdoor dining policy,” Stewart said 
at a July 3 council meeting. “After 
listening, I spoke with staff to en-
sure that we are doing all we can to 
work with business owners to en-
sure we lose as little outdoor dining 
as possible.”

Stewart declined to comment 
further on the subject.

Kris Larson, president and CEO 
of DRA, said a meeting took place 
before the May 1 vote on the out-
door seating ordinance. The meet-
ing, which focused on accessibili-
ty in public spaces, was with sever-
al business owners and the Alliance 
of Disability Advocates.

“We invited business owners to 
the table to have this discussion at 
the request of the city manager, but 
there wasn’t a direct relationship 
between this discussion and the or-
dinance itself,” Larson said.

Larson said he wished there had 
been more interactions with busi-
ness owners to expand accessibility 
while keeping disruption to down-
town establishments at a mini-
mum.

Medford also called for collab-
oration between city council and 
downtown business owners.

“Do we want to have a down-
town that works together with its 
business community, or do we want 
to have leaders who don’t really 
know anything about downtown 
and are just dictating rules from up 
top?” Medford asked.

Sitti

Raleigh Restaurants’ New 
Sidewalk Seating Limits 

Treats

Woody’s

Isaac Hunter’s Tavern
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RULES & REGULATIONS

BY JOHN TRUMP

A North Carolina distiller 
who got into trouble with 
the N.C. Alcoholic Bever-

age Control Commission distrib-
uted more than 70 letters to col-
leagues warning them against run-
ning afoul of state laws.

The ABC alleges the distiller, 
Knightdale-based Gentry Lassiter, 
broke state statute when he post-
ed on his website a link to an online 
spirits retailer. It’s illegal — via G.S. 
18B-102.1, which is confusing and 
seemingly contradictory — to ship 
alcohol directly to customers in 
North Carolina, although many oth-
er states allow the practice. The law 
exempts wholesalers.

The rule applies only to liquor, 
which has a higher alcohol content 
than wine and beer, which can be 
legally shipped to state residents.

Several distillers had similar vi-
olations, a source said, though it’s 
unclear whether they were pun-
ished. Lassiter’s letter was part of a 
settlement with the ABC.

Online spirits retailers, as a 
practice, inform customers of ship-
ping policies and state laws.

“Last month,” writers Lassiter 
in the July 17 letter, “Lassiter Dis-
tilling Company LLC received a no-
tice of Alleged Violation from the 
[Alcoholic Beverage Control] Com-
mission. The genesis of the al-
leged violation was that our web 
site unintentionally allowed a po-
tential pathway for North Caro-
lina customers to buy our liquors 
from Washington, D.C.-based Fed-
eral Spirits, LLC, which previous-
ly owned and operated Ezra’s.com. 
Approximately a year and a half 
ago, Lassiter Distilling sold sever-
al cases  of our spirits to Ezra’s so 
that Ezra’s could sell our product to 
its customers outside of North Car-
olina. 

“To help Ezra’s sell our prod-
ucts, Lassiter Distilling then added 
a ‘buy online’ link to our web site, 
which when clicked routed cus-
tomers to Ezra’s. Due to oversight 
on our part, this created a situation 
where a North Carolina customer 

could potentially order a bottle of 
our rum that could be shipped from 
out-of-state into North Carolina.”

The websites for Ezra’s and Fed-
eral Spirits are no longer active.

“While our intent in selling our 
products to Ezra’s certainly was not 
to flout North Carolina law, it cre-
ated a situation that caught the at-
tention of the Commission. … We 
learned during our discussion with 
the Commission that pursuing out-
of-state companies can be difficult 
for the Commission to do, and thus 
transactions like that between Las-
siter Distilling and Ezra’s have be-
come a point of focus. I understand 
the Commission’s dilemma, and 
therefore I am writing this letter 
to try to help educate distillers and 
wholesalers on what you can do to 
help the Commission — as well as 
our company.”

Lassiter said he’s willing and 
pleased to work with the ABC to-
ward a solution.

“Lassiter Distilling has has al-

ways been and is committed to be a 
compliant company,” whether that 
relates to distilling, packaging, ship-
ping, or any aspect of the business, 
he said. “We respect the law and 
rules of North Carolina in regard to 
how we conduct our business.”

The N.C. House last year stripped 
a provision in Senate Bill 155, the 
so-called brunch bill, that would 
have allowed North Carolina dis-
tilleries to sell directly to consum-
ers via the internet. Rep. Pat Hurley, 

R-Randolph, an opponent of loosen-
ing the state’s liquor rules, proposed 
the amendment to remove that part 
of the bill.

The ABC Commission falls un-
der the Department of Public Safe-
ty, with, as stated on its website, 
an “overall objective to provide uni-
form control over the sale, purchase, 
transportation, manufacture, con-
sumption, and possession of alco-
holic beverages in the state.”

The word “control” is key, of-
ten popping up in legislative com-
mittee hearings and church pul-
pits. In other states, such as Virgin-
ia, alcohol regulation is left to com-
merce departments and special au-
thorities.

Distillers jumped to Lassiter’s 
defense. In a letter to a group of law-
makers, one distiller, who asked not 
to be identified, called the Lassiter 
situation a “blatant overreach of the 
ABC Commission.”

“Here they accuse Lassiter Dis-
tilling of an ABC violation for legal-

ly selling their spirits to a wholesal-
er in another state and that whole-
saler then sells it to someone in N.C. 
The ABC commission literally says 
‘they created a pathway.’ Lassit-
er did nothing of the sort. Lassiter 
complied with all laws.

“Lassiter did nothing wrong. But 
they are forced to ‘accept’ their pun-
ishment because ABC licenses are 
suspended during the time any ‘vi-
olation’ is appealed. Consequently, 
you can never appeal. You just have 
to accept their ruling.

“There are many issues that this 
brings up, but here are the two that 
really jump out at me:

“1) This is ridiculous on its face, 
and the hamhanded ABC process 
that doesn’t allow you to fight back 
needs to be changed.

“2) This would be a nonissue if 
the online sales component of the 
Brunch Bill had been passed be-
cause distilleries would be doing 
the online sales themselves instead 
of using an out-of-state wholesaler. 
BTW, the tax money would all stay 
here in North Carolina.”

George Smith, who founded 
Copper Barrel Distillery in Wilkes-
boro, likened the situation to pun-
ishing a distillery because an ABC 
store sold their liquor to a minor.

The ABC Commission, in an 
email, said, “All North Carolina dis-
tillers are advised when they ini-
tially meet with the ABC Commis-
sion (as a regular part of the process 
of listing their products for sale in 
the state), that the law requires li-
quor to be sold only at ABC stores 
in North Carolina or in limits of five 
bottles from the N.C. distilleries on-
site. Online sales within and into 
North Carolina are prohibited.”

Questions by Carolina Journal 
about enforcement were referred to 
Alcohol Law Enforcement, which is 
under the umbrella of the State Bu-
reau of Investigation and is the lead 
enforcement agency for the state’s 
alcoholic beverage control laws. 

ALE told CJ it investigates “any 
complaint of this nature and turn 
over those findings to the ABC 
Commission,” and ALE isn’t aware 
of this being a widespread issue.

Distiller makes agreement with ABC over alleged violations

GENTRY LASSITER AT HIS KNIGHTDALE DISTILLERY. The N.C. Alcoholic Beverage Control Commission alleges Lassiter 
broke a state statute when he posted on his website a link to an online spirits retailer.
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It’s illegal to ship 
alcohol directly to 
customers in North 
Carolina, although 
many other states 
allow the practice. 
The law exempts 
wholesalers.

THIS IS WHAT 
OPPORTUNITY 
LOOKS LIKE.
Learn more online at: 
www.carolinajournal.com/series/opportunity-scholarships#SchoolChoice
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BY DAN WAY

The sun keeps shining on 
North Carolina’s renewable 
energy investors — at tax-

payers’ expense.
The state’s renewable energy 

investment tax credit program ex-
pired Dec. 31, 2015. Yet the state 
paid $454 million in the subsidies 
during the past two years, including 
a record $245 million for calendar 
year 2016. It’s likely the state might 
forgo hundreds of millions more in 
tax revenue through 2020.

The program may be dead, but 
many of the tax credits remain 
alive. It was structured to issue tax 
credits equaling 35 percent of the 
money companies invested in re-
newable projects. Investors also 
have up to five years to claim the 
credits against the taxes they owe. 
Not surprisingly, companies with 
big tax bills tend to use credits the 
most.

In 2017 the state paid $209 mil-
lion in credits, including $1 mil-
lion or more to 41 entities, based on 
state Department of Revenue data. 
Of the recipients, 31 were large in-
surance companies, four were big 
banks, and two were electric utili-
ties. Only three were people. Apple 
rounded out the list.

“At the end of the day, it’s the 
taxpayer who’s getting the shaft 
because they’re pretty much subsi-
dizing this,” said former state law-
maker Chris Millis of Pender Coun-
ty.

The state has issued $815 mil-
lion in renewable credits since 2010. 
Before 2016, the highest handout 
was the previous year — $136 mil-
lion. The state issued nearly $100 
million more in tax credits the past 
two years than the $361 million 
over the previous six years.

Millis opposed doling out spe-
cial favors to the renewable indus-
try while in office, saying govern-
ment shouldn’t pick winners and 
losers in the marketplace. He said 
vigorous lobbying efforts by the so-
lar industry continue.

He said fiscal conservatives 
should be wary of industry lob-

byists who push lawmakers to in-
troduce a new batch of tax credits 
in the name of economic develop-
ment.

The renewable tax credits were 
among several laws passed to boost 
in-state solar projects. Those in-
cluded mandates forcing utility 
companies to buy increasing per-
centages of renewable energy, huge 
property tax discounts, and a favor-
able interpretation of a federal law 
providing long-term contracts and 
high power purchase rates to solar 
energy producers.

The incentives, unsurprisingly, 
worked. North Carolina is now No. 2 
nationally in installed solar capaci-
ty.

Hundreds of individuals and 
companies rushed to get in on the 
tax credit deals, but none with 
greater appetite than Blue Cross 
and Blue Shield of North Carolina 
and Duke Energy.

BCBSNC claimed $26 million 
in tax credits in 2017, topping the 
list, according to an annual report 
compiled by the Revenue Depart-
ment. Duke Energy ranked second 
with $17 million in claimed cred-
its. The corporate giants accounted 
for 33 percent of all renewable cred-
its issued from 2014-17. BCBSNC 
claimed $120 million during that 
period. Duke Energy claimed $117 
million.

“Blue Cross NC is a fully taxed 
business that last year paid more 
than $511 million in state, federal, 
and local taxes. We have a diverse 
investment portfolio that includes 
stocks, bonds, health care technolo-
gies and products, and, among oth-
er things, renewable energy proj-
ects,” said spokesman Austin Ve-
vurka.

“Blue Cross NC is not inves-
tor-owned. Every investment we 
make is for the benefit of our cus-
tomers. Strong financial stability is 
what allows us to pay our members’ 
medical costs and ultimately im-
prove their health,” Vevurka said.

“As a North Carolina-based 
company — with deep roots in our 
state, and members across all 100 
counties — we regularly invest in 
projects that spur economic growth 
and create jobs, some of which are 
renewable energy projects,” he said.

Duke Energy spokesman Ran-
dy Wheeless said it’s not surprising 
the giant utility was No. 1 or No. 2 
each of the past four years in claim-
ing renewable credits.

“I think any time people see 
those big numbers they may take 
pause. But we’re the largest util-
ity company in North Carolina. 
We’re building a lot of renewables,” 
Wheeless said. “You would expect 
the largest energy company to be at 
the top of the list.”

About 70 percent of the renew-
able tax credits were taken by Duke 

BUSINESS
‘Expired’ tax credit program still paying out millions

An extended 
sunset provision, 
‘safe harbor’ 
protections 
for projects 
in the works, 
and a transfer 
mechanism keep 
credits flowing

Energy Renewables, the utility’s 
unregulated energy development 
arm.

“They have a number of so-
lar projects in the northeast sec-
tion of North Caroli-
na and down in east-
ern North Carolina, 
Washington County, 
and places like that,” 
Wheeless said.

He attributed the 
other 30 percent to 
the regulated Duke 
Energy Progress and 
Duke Energy Caroli-
na divisions.

“We’ve invested 
probably more than 
$1 billion in renew-
able energy in North 
Carolina, and we 
look to build projects 
in the most cost-ef-
fective way possi-
ble,” Wheeless said. 
“And taking advan-
tage of tax credits is part of that 
equation.”

It’s unclear how many dormant 
tax credits will be claimed between 

now and the program’s 2020 termi-
nation.

Even the five-year end date has 
shades of grey.

The General Assembly passed a 
“Safe Harbor Act” 
extending the pro-
gram for some 
projects to the end 
of 2016, and gen-
erating another 
pile of renewable 
tax credits. Law-
makers said some 
developers made 
substantial invest-
ments as the dead-
line approached, 
but the state 
couldn’t complete 
the permitting pro-
cess before the 
program ended.

Lawmakers in-
serted a last-min-
ute provision into 
the 2017-18 budget 

to allow some biomass renewable 
projects to claim the expired 35 per-
cent tax credit retroactively if they 
were operating by May 5, 2017.

Blue Cross & Blue Shield of NC
Duke Energy Corporation

Wells Fargo Bank, NA
NC Farm Bureau Mutual Ins.

Progress Energy, Inc.
Aetna Health, Inc. (PA)

Nationwide Mutual
Nationwide Mutual Fire

Metropolitan Life
Citibank NA

Bank of America Corporation
Northwestern Mutual Life

Nationwide Life
United Services Automobile Assn.
Guardian Life Ins. Co. of America

Aetna Life Insurance
Apple, Inc.

Progressive Southeastern
UnitedHealthcare

USAA Casualty Insurance
John Hancock Life Ins. Co. USA

Southern Farm Bureau Life
Prudential Ins. Co. of America

Builders Mutual
United of Omaha Life

USAA General Indemnity
Progressive Premier Ins. Co. of IL

Owners Insurance
Transamerica Premier Life
First-Citizens Bank & Trust

Transamerica Life
Elias, Ricardo L.

Integon National Insurance
Colonial Life & Accident

Nationwide Ins. Co. of America
Massachusetts Mutual Life

Pruco Life Insurance
Federal Insurance

Liberty Mutual Fire
Gambrell, Sarah B.

Kearney, Christopher J.
Pacific Life Insurance

Hoover, Duane L.
Hartford Life & Accident
Virginia Electric & Power

Reliastar Life Insurance
Wells Fargo Equipment Finance

Tucker, Robert B.
Travelers Prop. Casualty

Genworth Life Ins.

Revenue Department spokes-
man Schorr Johnson said the loom-
ing deadline probably explains why 
tax credit claims have skyrocketed 
the past two years. Investors may 
be claiming larger portions so they 
don’t lose them.

Johnson said he didn’t have of-
ficial estimates on how many more 
credits are available.

But a rough estimate is possible.
Last year Millis provided Caroli-

na Journal with a Revenue Depart-
ment document showing $1.64 bil-
lion in available tax credits were 
generated for the years 2010-15. Of 
that total, $1.55 billion was for so-
lar project investments alone.

Subtracting $815,292,020 in 
credits claimed to date from the 
$1.6 billion figure would leave 
$823,220,906 in unclaimed tax cred-
its. That number doesn’t include 
credits which might have expired. 
And all of them may not be claimed, 
as the holder might not owe enough 
in taxes to use the credits.

But investors have another op-
tion. They can’t sell renewable en-
ergy credits, but the law lets them 
transfer unused credits from one 
entity to another.

Here’s how it works. Original in-
vestors in a renewable project can 
sell their interest in the partner-
ship after the first taxable year of 
existence. The buyer assumes the 
seller’s tax credits in the transac-
tion. The credits — likely the most 
valuable part of the deal — techni-
cally remain with the original part-
nership, even though the players 
changed.

There’s no way to determine 
how those credits are valued during 
an ownership swap.

Johnson cannot say how many 
individuals and companies claiming 
the 2017 subsidies were the original 
holders of the credits. “That would 
be protected taxpayer information 
under North Carolina’s taxpayer se-
crecy law,” he said.

BCBSNC and Duke Energy say 
they have not participated in cred-
it transfers.

“All of the credits we have re-
ceived are a direct result of our in-
vestment in renewable energy proj-
ects. No credits were bought from 
others,” Vevurka said.

“We’re not buying the tax cred-
its from anyone, or [doing] any kind 
of financial switching. Ours is very 
clean. We’ve built projects, and 
we’ve gotten tax credits,” Wheeless 
said, noting his surprise at who else 
was on the tax credit list.

“I know when you look at that 
list, every insurance company is 
on there, it seems like, and a lot of 
financial institutions,” Wheeless 
said. “I get kind of a general idea of 
what’s happening there, but that’s 
not what’s happening at Duke En-
ergy.”

Credits Taken for Investing in Renewable Energy - 2017

◼ INSURANCE  
◼ ENERGY
◼ FINANCE  
◼ TECHNOLOGY
◼ OTHER

SOURCE: North Carolina Department of Revenue

Industry

North Carolina 
paid $454 
million in 
renewable 
energy 
subsidies in 
the past two 
years, including 
a record $245 
million for 
calendar year 
2016.
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BY DAN WAY

As state and federal agencies 
investigate GenX in ground-
water, Carolina Journal has 

learned GenX and its family of un-
regulated emerging contaminants 
are present in some of the solar 
panels increasingly dotting North 
Carolina’s landscape.

GenX chemicals are classified 
as perfluorinated alkylated sub-
stances, commonly called PFAS. 
Responding to a CJ query, the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency 
said, “Publicly available informa-
tion indicates that PFAS are used 
in the production of fluoropolymer 
Teflon film that is marketed for use 
in photovoltaics, which could in-
clude components of solar cells/
panels.”

Chemical manufacturer Chemo-
urs makes GenX at its Fayetteville 
Works plant. The state and others 
have sued the company for releas-
ing the chemical into the Cape Fear 
River, contaminating drinking sup-
plies.

Mark Strynar, an EPA scientist 
whose research helped to identi-
fy Chemours’ GenX pollution, has 
said the EPA compiled 39 records 
showing PFAS related to solar pan-
el components. Chemours uses 
GenX to make Teflon. Its market-
ing materials say Teflon film is used 
as the front coating in many solar 
panels.

Politicians and activist groups 
are demanding answers — and ac-
tion — against the company.

Sens. Michael Lee, R-New Ha-
nover; Bill Rabon, R-Brunswick; 
and Wesley Meredith, R-Cumber-
land, filed Senate Bill 724 order-
ing Chemours to be shut down if it 
didn’t stop releasing GenX. Reps. 
Ted Davis, R-New Hanover; Holly 
Grange, R-New Hanover; Frank Iler, 
R-Brunswick; and William Brisson, 
R-Bladen, filed an identical House 
Bill 972.

CJ asked all the lawmakers if 
they had any concerns about the 
possible presence of GenX in solar 
panels. Only Lee responded. “I have 

heard that GenX is in solar panels, 
but never anything confirming it,” 
Lee said. He referred to a Fortune 
magazine article about GenX used 
in many consumer and commercial 
purposes.

During debate on the House 
override of Gov. Roy Cooper’s bud-
get bill veto, Rep. Deb Butler, D-New 
Hanover, said budget writers didn’t 
spend enough to address GenX con-
cerns.

“We seem to want to put the 
blinders on instead of addressing 
this in a comprehensive fashion,” 
Butler said from the House floor.

Asked by CJ if she was con-
cerned about potential GenX con-
tamination from solar panels, But-
ler said: “This is the first I am hear-
ing about this. I am absolutely in-
terested in learning more about this 
matter.”

Republican U.S. Rep. Richard 
Hudson, whose 8th Congressional 
District includes areas affected by 
GenX, is concerned about potential 
contamination from GenX in solar 
panels.

“[Hudson] takes it very se-
riously, including any potential 
GenX contamination,” said Hudson 
spokeswoman Tatum Gibson. Hud-
son directly questioned former EPA 
Administrator Scott Pruitt about 
the issue, Gibson said.

“[Hudson] will continue to work 
with federal, state, and local offi-
cials to encourage the swift collec-
tion and evaluation of data, and to 
help ensure appropriate measures 
are taken.”

CJ asked DuPont which solar 
companies used Teflon film and 
how many solar panels in North 
Carolina might contain GenX. “This 
product line has been divested and 
is now part of the Chemours Com-
pany,” a DuPont statement said, di-
recting queries to Chemours.

Chemours has not responded to 
numerous requests for an interview 
or answered questions about GenX 
in solar panels. It did forward a co-
py of a June 11 status report sub-
mitted to the court as part of the 
state’s lawsuit over discharges at 
the plant.

Utility companies built and 
operate numerous solar energy 
plants, and purchase solar power 
from many more.

“We do not have the GenX prod-
uct on any of the panel materials at 
our sites,” said Bonita Billingsley 
Harris, a Dominion Energy spokes-
woman.

“This is an emerging discus-
sion Duke Energy is following. We 
will monitor any guidance given 
by the Department of Environmen-

tal Quality or the EPA,” said Randy 
Wheeless, a Duke Energy spokes-
man, neither confirming nor deny-
ing solar panels at Duke facilities 
have components containing GenX.

David Drooz, chief counsel of 
the N.C. Utilities 
Commission Pub-
lic Staff, said it 
doesn’t have in-
formation on the 
chemical composi-
tion of solar panels.

“Environmen-
tal and health sci-
entists — who are 
not part of the per-
sonnel at the Pub-
lic Staff — would 
have to determine 
if GenX and simi-
lar chemicals are 
an unreasonable 
environmental or 
health hazard,” 
Drooz said.

“The amount of 
GenX in the Cape 
Fear River, and the 
risk of it in intakes 
for drinking water 
supplies, may be a 
very different risk 
from that in solar 
panels. That is a 
scientific question 
outside the scope 
and capability of 
the Public Staff,” Drooz said.

Neighbors opposing the indus-
trial-scale Wilkinson Solar Plant in 
Beaufort County have raised fears 
in state Utilities Commission pro-
ceedings that GenX could be in so-
lar panels.

“As that matter and the issues 
raised therein are still before the 
commission, I cannot comment on 
the merits of that case,” said Ed 
Finley, Utilities Commission chair-
man. “Those issues will be ad-

dressed by the com-
mission panel that 
heard the case in its 
decision along with 
the other issues 
raised in that pro-
ceeding.”

The Utilities 
Commission doesn’t 
track locations or 
numbers of solar 
panels containing 
GenX .

The state De-
partment of Envi-
ronmental Quali-
ty hasn’t given CJ 
answers about any 
GenX research re-
lated to the com-
pound’s use in solar 
panels. Nor has DEQ 
responded to a May 
24 public-records re-
quest seeking de-
partmental commu-
nications involving 
GenX in solar pan-
els.

Alan Ducatman, 
who teaches envi-
ronmental health 

sciences at West Virginia Univer-
sity’s School of Public Health, has 
studied the health effects of GenX. 
He has noted studies show GenX 
displays biological effects like the 
C8 compound it replaced in Teflon 
production.

Chemours and DuPont in 2017 
settled lawsuits from more than 
3,500 claimants for $670.7 million. 
Production of Teflon using C8 at 
Chemours’ Parkersburg, West Vir-
ginia, factory was linked to kid-
ney and testicular cancer, thyroid 
disease, hypertension, and other 
health problems.

Ducatman told CJ chemists 
are best suited to answer whether 
GenX in solar panels poses a health 
risk.

“[It] may depend on the dura-
bility of the film coating, and espe-
cially on the nature of the product,” 
Ducatman said.   

Cobey Culton, a state Depart-
ment of Health and Human Ser-
vices spokesman, said GenX and re-
lated compounds are used in a wide 
variety of consumer products that 
could be a source of human expo-
sure.

“However, research has sug-
gested that exposure to PFOA and 
PFOS [compounds related to GenX] 
from today’s consumer products is 
usually low, especially when com-
pared to exposures from contami-
nated drinking water,” Culton said. 
“There has been no research to date 
about how much exposure to GenX 
comes from consumer products in 
general or any type of consumer 
product specifically.”

The EPA warns “PFOA and 
PFOS can cause reproductive and 
developmental, liver and kidney, 
and immunological effects in labo-
ratory animals.”

In late May the EPA announced 
it is collaborating with federal and 
state partners to develop toxicity 
values for GenX. None exist. North 
Carolina has set a safe limit of 140 
parts per trillion in drinking water.

Chemours and its predeces-
sor DuPont have been under a con-
sent order since 2009 to conduct 
health and environmental testing 
on GenX.

“EPA reviewed these data as 
they were submitted to EPA. Test-
ing of solar panels which may con-
tain fluoropolymers that were po-
tentially created using the GenX 
chemicals was not part of the test-
ing included in EPA’s consent or-
der,” the EPA told CJ.

The EPA’s GenX research to de-
velop PFAS toxicity testing will ap-
ply across industries, the statement 
said.

EPA scientists are “developing 
and validating laboratory meth-
ods to detect and quantify selected 
PFAS — including GenX chemicals 
— in water and soil,” the statement 
said, including how the chemicals 
might migrate into soil and water.

ENERGY & ENVIRONMENT

Questions 
surround presence 
of compounds in 
film coating panels 
and whether they 
leach into soil or 
drinking water

Policymakers demand answers about 
GenX-like compounds in solar panels

CHEMICAL DANGERS IN SOLAR PANELS. GenX chemicals are classified as 
perfluorinated alkylated substances, commonly called PFAS. PFAS are used in 
the production of Teflon film that is used in the components of solar panels.
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The amount 
of GenX in the 
Cape Fear River, 
and the risk of 
it in intakes 
for drinking 
water supplies, 
may be a 
very different 
risk from 
that in solar 
panels. That 
is a scientific 
question 
outside the 
scope and 
capability of the 
Public Staff.

- David Drooz,  
N.C. Utilities 
Commission
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“The theater is like a 10-year-old 
car that has been garaged. We are 
going to drive it right down the in-
terstate,” French West Sports & En-
tertainment Practice President Jack 
Glasure told the crowd. 

He said an event calendar, soon 
to be released, will cover a two-year 
period.

The Raleigh-based office of East 
Coast Entertainment, which says 
it’s “the largest full-service enter-
tainment agency in the country,” 
will book acts for the facility. ECE 
agent Andrew Walsh attended the 
ceremony.

Troubled beginning

The project became public in July 
2005, when the N.C. Northeast Part-
nership, a 16-county, state-funded 
regional economic development or-
ganization, announced “Randy Par-
ton, brother of mega-star Dolly Par-
ton, inked a deal with private devel-
opers and the city of Roanoke Rap-
ids for development of a music the-
ater and entertainment district” 
along Interstate 95.

The theater was to anchor an 
entertainment district, including 
shops, restaurants, motels, and fam-
ily recreational activities. 

The first phase, covering 116 
acres, would attract $129 million in 
private investment and create 2,595 
jobs, based on an economic impact 
analysis by researchers at the Car-

olina Center for Competitive Eco-
nomics at UNC-Chapel Hill. The re-
searchers also predicted the project 
would produce 12,250 jobs for the 
region.

Northeast Partnership CEO Rick 
Watson developed the concept for 
the theater and recruited Randy 
Parton to participate. Watson per-

suaded Roanoke Rapids officials 
they were competing with other 
North Carolina communities in his 
16-county region to land the project. 

Watson’s conflict of interest be-
came public after CJ revealed he had 
a one-third ownership interest in 
Parton’s company, Moonlight Bandit 
Productions. 

The partnership’s board of direc-
tors terminated Watson in 2006 for 
working for Parton while still being 
paid for his state-funded economic 
development job.

Parton invested none of his own 
money, the city borrowed $21 mil-
lion, and state agencies added about 
$6 million to launch the project. 

State Senate leader Marc Bas-
night, House Speaker Jim Black, and 
the Department of Transportation 

under Gov. Mike Easley championed 
the project.

City officials had bet on Parton’s 
ability to manage the theater com-
petently and attract enough cus-
tomers to cover expenses. 

Before coming to Roanoke Rap-
ids, Parton played at the Dollywood 
Amusement Park in Pigeon Forge, 
Tennessee.

Before the theater opened, Car-
olina Journal documented question-
able feasibility studies, unrealis-
tic economic impact forecasts, con-
flicts of interest, lack of transparen-
cy, reckless spending, a marketing 
campaign that was never funded, 
and Parton’s lack of management 
experience. 

The theater opened in July 2007 
as the Randy Parton Theatre. Parton 
performed with his newly formed 
band, Moonlight Bandits. The first 
shows were well-attended, but 
the number of empty seats grew 
steadily over the next few months. 
Some nights fewer than 100 people 
showed up.

On Dec. 6, 2007, just as Parton 
was getting ready to take the stage, 
city officials determined he was un-
der the influence of alcohol and sent 
him home. 

He never performed at the the-
ater again, and the city renamed the 
facility the Roanoke Rapids Theatre.

LOCAL GOVERNMENT

continued from PAGE 1

THEATER

North Carolina’s longest running 
TV talk show SPINs again!

POLITICS • SCHOOLS • GROWTH • TAXES • HEALTH TRANSPORTATION • BUSINESS • THE ENVIRONMENT

 WATCH NC SPIN EVERY WEEK FOR A FULL, ALL-POINTS DISCUSSION OF ISSUES IMPORTANT TO THE STATE. 

RADIO BROADCASTS
Chapel Hill, WCHL-AM 1360, Sunday 6 pm

Goldsboro, WGBR-AM 1150, Sunday 4 pm

Greenville, WTIB-FM 94.3, Sunday 9:30 am

Jacksonville, WJNC-AM 1240, Sunday 10 am

Laurinburg, WLNC-AM 1300, Sunday 10 am

Morehead City, WTKF-FM 107.1, Sunday 10 am

Rocky Mount, WEED-AM 1390, Sunday, 9:30 am

Sanford, WWGP-AM 1050, Sunday 7:30 am

Smithfield, WTSB-AM 1090, Sunday 7:06 am

Statesville, WAME-AM 550, Sunday 5:30 am

Valdese, WSVM-AM 1490, Monday 6 pm

Wanchese, WYND-FM 97.1, Sunday 7:30 am

Wilmington, WAAV-AM 980, Sunday 5:30 pm

FRIDAYS AT 7:30 P.M. ON UNC-TV
WITH REBROADCASTS ON UNC-TV SUNDAY AT 12:30 P.M., AND 
ON UNC’S NORTH CAROLINA CHANNEL FRIDAY AT 10 P.M., 
SATURDAY AT 4 P.M., AND SUNDAY AT 10 A.M.

ALSO ONLINE AT NCSPIN.COM
HOST:
TOM CAMPBELL

VENUE OPENED AS THE RANDY PARTON THEATRE. Randy and Dolly Parton 
offer an impromptu performance at the November 2005 groundbreaking for 
the theater that would bear Randy’s name. 
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Parton invested 
none of his own 
money, the city 
borrowed $21 
million, and state 
agencies added 
about $6 million to 
launch the project. 
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ELECTION 2020

they want to attract cities to bid,” 
Heberlig said. Economic impact 
studies are done after national par-
ty conventions. “In all but a few in-
stances, it’s very positive,” their re-
search showed.

But compared to the size of a 
large city’s economy, even a suc-
cessful four-day event is “pretty 
much a drop in the bucket,” Heber-
lig said. Hosting a convention has 
a downside as well. It disrupts the 
normal flow of activities for resi-
dents and regular visitors, impos-
es costs for police and security that 
aren’t always recovered, and can tip 
small local businesses which won’t 
gain from convention traffic into 
bankruptcy.

The Charlotte metropolitan sta-
tistical area had a $163.6 billion 
gross domestic product in 2016, ac-
cording to the U.S. Department 
of Commerce. Economic develop-
ers put the total impact of the 2012 
Democratic convention on the local 
economy at $163 million — or 0.1 
percent of the city’s annual econom-
ic output. 

When Charlotte was announced 
as the RNC 2020 winner July 20, and 
a contract was signed with the Re-
publican National Committee, Re-
publicans touted the expected eco-
nomic gains.

“The convention brings millions 
of dollars of positive economic im-
pact to Charlotte and our state as a 
whole,” N.C. GOP Vice Chairwoman 
Michele Nix said.

“I know the residents and city 
officials will do an excellent job 
hosting the thousands of visitors 
expected to descend on the Queen 
City, and I look forward to the posi-
tive economic impact all of this will 
have on the entire state of North 
Carolina,” said Lt. Gov. Dan Forest.

Boosters say the bounty will 
cross state lines.

“With Charlotte so close to the 
South Carolina border and only a lit-
tle over an hour away from Colum-
bia, the South Carolina capital, we 
know the economic impact will be 
extensive throughout both Caroli-
nas,” said South Carolina Republi-
can Party Chairman Drew McKis-
sick.

Hotels, caterers, security forces, 
and taxi drivers will profit during the 
convention because they will oper-
ate inside a tightly restricted securi-
ty zone set up by the Secret Service.

“The economic impacts on ev-
erybody else are not going to be 
widespread,” Heberlig said.

Some businesses inside the se-
curity zone are likely to lose mon-
ey because the Secret Service will 
require them to close for the week, 
Heberlig said. Parking decks will 
be shut down as part of anti-terror 
measures, and the city will need to 
plan and execute complex logistics. 

continued from PAGE 1

CONVENTION

ECONOMIC BENEFITS? The scene from the 2012 Democratic National Convention in Charlotte. Attention generated by 
a one-time event comes with headaches, and, potentially, longer-term taxpayer costs, analysts say.
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“If everybody thinks they’re going 
to make money out of this, those 
people are going to be angry.”

Heberlig believes the larger po-
tential benefit to a convention host 
city is international branding and 
marketing. Having hosted the 2012 
Democratic National Convention, 
Charlotte can tout two recent suc-
cesses on its resumé.

But any boost in branding is in-
tangible, Heberlig said.

Looking at economic indicators 
before and after a political conven-
tion, it’s impossible to say wheth-
er the event affected a city’s econ-
omy. Heberlig compared conven-
tion effects to advertising. Com-
panies can’t conclusively say con-
sumers bought their products be-
cause they saw an advertisement, or 
if they would have purchased them 
anyway.

Convention-related branding 
and marketing also can give taxpay-

ers unexpected headaches.
Host cities tell taxpayers state 

and local governments won’t spend 
their money, Heberlig said. But that 
depends on hitting a promised fund-
raising goal the host committee ne-
gotiates with the political party. For 
RNC 2020, it’s $70 million. Former 
Charlotte City Council member John 
Lassiter, a political ally of former 
Gov. Pat McCrory, has been named 
president and CEO of the host com-
mittee.

If the host committee doesn’t hit 
the goal, it faces a dilemma. Does it 
cancel some scheduled events, dis-
appointing delegates and other vis-
itors, or do governments cough up 
the shortfall?

“The visitors, if they don’t feel 
like they’re getting the experience 
they expected, they’re not going to 
blame the host committee,” Heber-
lig said. They’ll scorn the city.

Host committee promises can 

seem to hold cities hostage. Or cities 
hit up corporate sponsors for more 
money. In 2012, Duke Energy — a 
regulated monopoly utility — forked 
over $10 million to erase the Demo-
crats’ Charlotte shortfall.

Heberlig said state governments 
sometimes come to the financial 
rescue.

According to The Patriot News 
in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania paid 
$10 million to the host committee 
for the Democrats’ $86 million 2016 
convention in Philadelphia. The 
money covered venue rental, event 
production, and construction.

The Chicago Tribune reported Illi-
nois taxpayers spent about $13 mil-
lion for the 1996 convention in Chi-
cago. City taxpayers paid about $6.3 
million for venue rental, police and 
fire protection, and other adminis-
trative costs. A $6.7 million state 
tourism grant covered city costs for 
employee legal services, transporta-

tion planning, and sanitation.
Dallas Woodhouse, N.C. Repub-

lican Party executive director, dis-
missed the possibility of a taxpayer 
bailout in 2020.

“If you look at this on either the 
Republican or the Democrat side, 
these things are set up to protect the 
taxpayer, and they have been year 
in and year out. There’s no reason 
to think that ours is going to be any 
different,” Woodhouse said.

Despite the $10 million defi-
cit, “The taxpayers were not on the 
hook in 2012, and the city manag-
er said that this contract was even 
more favorable to the city of Char-
lotte,” Woodhouse said.

“Here’s the biggest reason that 
taxpayers can’t get stuck with it,” 
he said. If conventions don’t make 
money, “Nobody’s going to host a 
convention anymore. You’ve got 
to be able to go somewhere in four 
years.” 

The host committee posts a 
bond to cover specific costs, Wood-
house said. “The debts they incur 
are owed as a legal entity by that 
committee.”

Some tax money will pay for se-
curity no matter where the con-
ventions are held. The federal gov-
ernment has provided $50 million 
for convention security costs since 
9/11. “No place has ever gone over 
the $50 million,” Woodhouse said.

Former Charlotte City Council 
member Don Reid isn’t convinced. 
The Charlotte Regional Visitors Au-
thority was a co-bidder with the 
city for RNC 2020, and Reid expects 
the authority will lose money on 
the convention. CRVA operates the 
Charlotte Convention Center, Spec-
trum Center (formerly Time War-
ner Cable Arena), Bojangles’ Coli-
seum, Ovens Auditorium, and NA-
SCAR Hall of Fame. He says they all 
lose money.

“I personally am a Republican, 
a conservative, but I don’t want the 
Republican National Convention 
here because it will cost the taxpay-
ers money,” Reid said.

Attempts to get comment from 
the Visitors Authority by press time 
were unsuccessful.

Reid said Charlotte’s uptown ar-
ea will be closed down, disrupt-
ing city life and further complicat-
ing the city’s overloaded traffic flow. 
The transit center is inside the se-
curity zone, so bus patrons will be 
routed to a temporary tent facility.

“If you think we can’t build walls 
[to keep illegal immigrants out of 
the country], come to Charlotte, and 
see how quickly the walls are built 
around the downtown area that 
keeps everyone out,” Reid said. “We 
need to put those folks in charge of 
the southern border. They’d build 
that wall in six months.”

Rather than pursuing atten-
tion-grabbing one-time events aid-
ing a tiny slice of Uptown Char-
lotte businesses, Reid said, the city 
should focus more on funding es-
sential services citywide.

Media

Security

Sponsor, Tour-
ist, Vendor

Guest

Delegate

Protester

Average Daily Spending by Category of Visitor and Spending Type for 
the 2016 Republican National Convention in Cleveland
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One of the cardinal rules of 
public policy writing for a 
general audience is that 

the author should not overload 
the essay with statistics and data. 
But the latest homeschool data 
released by the N.C. Division of 
Non-Public Education afford a rare 
exception to that rule. To under-
stand the growth and reach of the 
homeschool movement in North 
Carolina, an overview of the data is 
an essential starting point.

An estimated 135,749 students 
enrolled in 86,753 home schools 
last year, a 6.2 percent increase 
over the previous school year. Since 
2010, North Carolina’s homeschool 
enrollment has surged 66.5 percent. 
If the aggregate homeschool 
population were a school dis-
trict, it would be the third-largest 
district in the state, trailing only 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg and Wake 
County schools.

County-level estimates are even 
more impressive. Last year, 42 of the 
state’s 100 counties had more than 
1,000 homeschool students. Nine 
years ago, only 22 counties reached 
that enrollment level. The median 
number of homeschool students per 
county was 768.5 last year. Nine 
years ago, it was 457 students.

Unsurprisingly, Wake and Meck-
lenburg counties have the largest 
homeschool populations in the 
state. An estimated 12,616 children 
enrolled in homeschools in Wake 

County during the past school year. 
Mecklenburg County was second, 
with 9,827 students.

In terms of percentage growth, 
however, Wake and Mecklenburg 
counties were roughly mid pack. 
No county had a larger percentage 
increase in homeschool enrollment 
than Carteret. Between 2010 and 
2018, Carteret had a 152 percent 
increase in homeschool students. 
A dozen counties doubled home-
school enrollment over the past 
nine school years. Moreover, no 

county had a net decrease in home-
school students. Northampton 
County’s 9 percent increase was the 
lowest in the state.

Two regions in North Carolina 
stand out. Coastal counties in the 
Southeast have enjoyed jaw-drop-
ping homeschool enrollment 
growth since 2010. As mentioned 
above, Carteret earned the top spot. 
Onslow (plus 141 percent), Pender 
(plus 125 percent), Brunswick (plus 
97 percent), and Pamlico (plus 87 
percent) are close behind. In terms 
of percentage growth, the most 
populous county in the region, New 
Hanover, was near the bottom of 
the list, but with a still-impressive 
42 percent increase.

Likewise, the Sandhills region 
has had astounding growth in its 
homeschool population. Har-
nett County led the pack, with a 
144 percent increase since 2010. 
During that period, Hoke (plus 117 
percent), Moore (plus 116 percent), 
Montgomery (plus 106 percent), 
and Richmond (plus 101 percent) 
were among the fastest-growing 
homeschool counties in the state. 
Lee, Cumberland, and Scotland 
counties also posted robust growth.

I suspect this growth reflects the 
growing diversity in the home-
school movement. What was 
considered a refuge for evangelicals 

concerned about the secularization 
of the American public school has 
blossomed into a movement that 
welcomes families from across the 
ideological, political, and religious 
spectrum who choose to homes-
chool for any number of reasons.

This transformation is reflected 
in a report recently published by 
the National Center for Education 
Statistics. According to its national-
ly representative survey of families, 
34 percent of parents identified 
“concern about the environment 
of other schools” as the primary 
reason for chosing to homeschool. 
Twenty-two percent prioritized 
moral instruction, nontraditional 
learning, and providing an alterna-
tive educational environment for a 
special-needs, disabled, or ill child. 
Seventeen percent were most con-
cerned with academic rigor. Only 16 
percent identified religious instruc-
tion as their top reason. Finally, 11 
percent responded that personal 
and logistical factors, such as family 
time, finances, travel, and distance, 
were their primary motivation.

The continued growth of homes-
chooling in North Carolina will de-
pend on the movement’s capacity 
to maintain broad appeal. Doing so 
will guarantee years of enrollment 
increases even more spectacular 
that those outlined above.

COMMENTARY

DR. TERRY STOOPS
VICE PRESIDENT FOR RESEARCH 
JOHN LOCKE FOUNDATION

The triumph of homeschooling in North Carolina
North Carolina Home School History
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It would be easy to dismiss 
the recurring political battles 
between Democratic Gov. Roy 

Cooper and the Republican-led 
General Assembly as pure partisan 
posturing.

Easy. And wrong.
A dissent from a case decid-

ed earlier this year in the N.C. 
Supreme Court offers a clue about 
why leaders of the executive and 
legislative branches have pushed 
their feud to the foreground of Tar 
Heel politics.

Sure, Democrats and Republi-
cans are gearing up for another 
election in November. Much of 
what they’re saying and doing 
now is designed to win support 
for their respective “teams” this 
fall. (Why else would the governor 
launch a publicity tour touting a 
statewide school bond more than a 
week after lawmakers left Raleigh 
— shutting down any possibility 
of placing that bond on the No-
vember ballot?)

But regardless of partisan 
calculations, much of what divides 
the governor and his legislative 
foes stems from a fundamental 
disagreement. Cooper and state 
House and Senate leaders disagree 
about their respective roles in 
running state government. These 
differences could divide legislative 
leaders from either major party 
from a governor of either party.

That’s why two former GOP 

governors, Jim Martin and Pat 
McCrory, have joined Cooper and 
former Democratic governors Jim 
Hunt, Mike Easley, and Beverly 
Perdue in vocal opposition to a 
state constitutional amendment 
slated for the November ballot. It 
would add a new subsection to the 
state’s Declaration of Rights.

“The legislative powers of the 
State government shall control the 
powers, duties, responsibilities, 
appointments, and terms of office 
of any board or commission pre-
scribed by general law,” the new 
constitutional provision would 
read. “The executive powers of the 
State government shall be used to 
faithfully execute the general laws 
prescribing the board or commis-
sion.”

Governors characterize the 
proposed constitutional language 
as a “power grab.” Legislative 
leaders counter that they simply 
want voters to clarify what the 
constitution already says. Only 
in recent years, lawmakers argue, 
have courts chipped away at clear 
constitutional language.

In that respect, lawmakers echo 
the concerns N.C. Supreme Court 
Justice Paul Newby described in 
a January dissent. In the case of 
Cooper v. Berger, the court split, 
4-3. The court’s four Democratic 
justices sided with the Democratic 
governor in a dispute over appoint-
ments to a new bipartisan board 
overseeing state elections and eth-
ics issues. The three Republican 
justices sided with lawmakers.

In one of two dissents issued in 
the case, Newby devoted 24 pages 
to explaining why the Supreme 
Court never should have stepped 
into the dispute between Cooper 
and lawmakers in the first place.

“This case presents the question 
of whether the General Assembly 
has the authority to create an 
independent, bipartisan board to 
administer the laws of elections, 
ethics, lobbying, and campaign 
finance,” Newby wrote. “Because 
the state constitution expressly 
commits this specific power to 
the legislative branch, this Court 
lacks the authority to intervene; 
the issue presents a nonjusticiable 
political question.”

“In exercising judicial power 
under these circumstances, this 
Court violates the very separa-
tion-of-powers principle it claims to 
protect,” he continued. “The Court 
strips the General Assembly of its 
historic, constitutionally prescribed 
authority to make the laws and 
creates a novel and sweeping 
constitutional power in the office of 
Governor — the authority to imple-
ment personal policy preferences.”

The result, in Newby’s estima-
tion? The Supreme Court “ignores 
the carefully crafted, express 
constitutional roles of the political 
branches and boldly inserts the 
judiciary into the political, legisla-
tive process.”

Newby suggested that Cooper 
v. Berger created two “significant” 
problems in North Carolina’s 
body of law, “forecasting peril-
ous consequences for years to 
come.” First, the court’s majority 
jettisoned the “political question 
doctrine. “ Since 1962, courts had 
relied on a U.S. Supreme Court 
standard for distinguishing cases 
with legitimate legal issues from 
those dealing with fundamentally 

political disputes. Newby accuses 
colleagues of tossing out that 
56-year-old doctrine.

Second, Cooper v. Berger “inserts 
the judiciary into every separa-
tion-of-powers dispute between 
the political branches,” Newby 
wrote. In other words: Get ready 
for more court cases challenging 
boundary lines between the execu-
tive and legislative branches.

Newby’s dissent accuses the 
state Supreme Court’s majority of 
placing its thumb on the scale to 
support the governor’s position. 
“Most concerning, the Court’s 
decision judicially amends our 
constitution to grant the Governor 
a constitutional power to enact 
personal policy preferences, even 
elevating those preferences over 
the duly enacted laws when they 
conflict.”

The January case points to a 
clear pattern for future disputes 
between the executive and legisla-
tive branches. “Under this holding, 
the Governor no longer must seek 
to influence policy by participating 
in the constitutionally specified 
procedures of executive orders and 
the veto, both of which the General 
Assembly can override,” Newby 
concluded. “The Governor prevails 
simply by complaining to the 
judicial branch that any legislation 
interferes with the implementation 
of personal policy preferences.”

It’s unclear whether legislative 
leaders read Newby’s Cooper v. 
Berger dissent. But their actions 
this year appear consistent with 
the goal of counteracting “perilous 
consequences” Newby predicted.

Voters will decide whether the 
state’s constitution should do 
more to help fend off constant 
legal battles among the branches 
of government. They’ll have their 
say in November.

COMMENTARY

MITCH KOKAI
SENIOR POLITICAL ANALYST 
JOHN LOCKE FOUNDATION

Justice’s dissent helps explain stakes in N.C. political tug of war
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The winds of change have 
blown through the Universi-
ty of North Carolina’s Board 

of Governors in recent years.
Now there’s a new board chair-

man, Harry Smith. As a business-
man and entrepreneur from east-
ern North Carolina, Smith brings 
valuable financial and project 
management skills to the board. 
He joined the BOG in 2013 and was 
reappointed last year. The Martin 
Center sat down with Smith to 
discuss his vision and goals for the 
UNC system.

 Q:  What are your highest 
priorities for the board going 
forward?

I think we will take a hard look 
at what we can do to position the 
UNC system for long-term sustain-
ability. We can take a look at the 
overall landscape of higher edu-
cation, including the $1.2 to $1.3 
trillion in student debt. And then 
what does it cost to get one of our 
citizens through the public schools’ 
system, which is what we are.

I’m also an advocate of always 
running our business effectively. 
We will take a look at efficiency, ef-
fectiveness, affordability, and how 

we can be quicker, smarter, faster, 
and better in the entire system. 
Part of that will be developing 17 
distinct strategies. Each one of our 
schools has a geographic area they 
serve to some degree. Right now, 
we have a one-size-fits-all strat-
egy, and so we will be developing 
strategies that will be more focused 
toward individual campus success.

 Q:  How do you see the 
university changing in the next 
few years?

We’re going to be incredibly 
transparent. We’re going to call it 
straight and solve problems. We’re 
going to take on a couple of new 
platforms. We’re going to have a 
focus on [historically black colleges 
and universities]. I’ve been on this 
board for five years, and we haven’t 
had a five-minute conversation 
about an HBCU yet. It’s one-third 
of our assets. They’re struggling all 
across the country, so we should 
take and develop some strategy and 
make sure they get some advocacy 
and are strategically positioned to 
be successful.

We’re going to focus on the 
health-care space, utilizing more 

of a systematic approach to 
medical schools, nursing pro-
grams, hospitals, and how can we 
take those assets and help solve 
problems across the great state 
of North Carolina. Particularly in 
rural health care, we need more of 
a system approach there.

 Q:  The free-speech legislation 
passed last summer requires 
that the Committee on Free 
Expression reports and 
comments on any violations 
of institutional neutrality and 
on any barriers to free speech. 
How high are you prioritizing 
the work of the free-speech 
committee?

I haven’t really been involved 
in that at all. I’ll tell you how I 

view all of that: The law is the 
law. We don’t make it law at the 
Board of Governors. You can 
inject all the emotions you want 
into it, but the law is the law. 
We’re going to follow the law, and 
that’s no different with Silent 
Sam. There’s a law in place. So 
we don’t get to make that deci-
sion at the Board of Governors, 
despite any emotions that want 
to go along with it. We’re not a 
legislative body. We’re a policy 
body. When the legislature votes 
and passes a law, we’re going to 
follow it. Pretty simple. The folks 
in Raleigh and the local officials 
across the state, when they make 
decisions at the state or federal 
level, we’re going to respect that 
process entirely.

 Q:  Silent Sam continues to 
be a controversial issue — 
but it appears to be driven 
by a small vocal minority. 
Does it seem there is some 
way to resolve these kinds of 
controversies?

I always tell everybody, don’t 
let the vocal minority outweigh 
the silent majority, and that hap-
pens a lot. It’s been no different 
when we have protests here [at 
BOG meetings]. We have 230,000 
students, and we have six pro-
testers from time to time. At the 
end of the day, people have their 
rights to have their views and 
opinions, and that’s what makes 
America great. But there’s a law 
in place there, too. It’s a very 
clear law. I don’t even know how 
you can interpret it any different-
ly than it’s written. So, at the end 
of the day, there’s a law in place 
that’s passed by the legislature 
that we’re going to respect. If 
you want to move Silent Sam, 
you don’t need to be coming to 
the UNC administration or the 
Board of Governors. You need to 
go down and talk to the legis-
lature because there’s a law in 
place. We’re going to follow the 
law when it comes to the Board 
of Governors. And, by the way, 
we’ve got plenty to do without 
getting into the writing-the-law 
business.

Shannon Watkins is a policy 
associate for the James G. Martin 
Center for Academic Renewal.

EDUCATION
Speaking with the chairman of the UNC board

The James G. Martin Center for 
Academic Renewal explores the 
General Education program at

Read Jay Schalin’s newest report, 
“General Education at NC State” 
to discover the findings.

www.jamesgmartin.center
Or call 919.828.1400 to receive your free copy.

Download the FREE pdf online!

The Decline of the 
English Department
Throughout much of the 20th century, 
English departments were the crown 
jewels of the humanities. Today, English 
departments have lost their position at 
the center of the American university. 

Why?

Read “The Decline of the 
English Department” by 
Jay Schalin FREE at:

www.jamesgmartin.center

SHANNON WATKINS
COLUMNIST

We’re going to 
be incredibly 
transparent. We’re 
going to call it 
straight and solve 
problems. 

Harry Smith, chariman of UNC’s Board of Governors
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A new school year is weeks 
away, leaving ambitious 
high schoolers to anticipate 

schedules packed with Advanced 
Placement classes. Expected to 
amp up a transcript’s awe factor, 
AP coursework offers precocious 
high school students a chance to 
earn college credit or advanced 
placements in college classes. It’s 
no surprise, then, that student 
regard for AP is surging. According 
to the College Board, the organi-
zation that runs the nation’s AP 
program, 38 percent of 2017 public 
high school graduates participated 
in AP, up from 24 percent a decade 
ago. But expansion is coming with 
a cost, bringing high-profile defec-
tions and unexpected challenges.

This summer eight elite Wash-
ington, D.C.-area private schools 
— including National Cathedral 
School and Sidwell Friends, educa-
tors to the children of U.S. presi-
dents — released a joint statement 

announcing plans to halt all AP 
coursework by 2022. Citing the 
“diminished utility” of AP classes, 
school leaders are instead imple-
menting a “collaborative, experien-
tial, and interdisciplinary” curricu-
lum they believe will trump AP in 
rigor and college preparation. Ouch. 
Those sound like fighting words for 
the College Board, also publisher of 
the SAT, which has made its name 
as the nation’s authority on college 
readiness.

Is the AP program, created in 
1954, becoming antiquated and 
irrelevant?

Washington, D.C., school leaders, 
who surveyed colleges themselves, 
found the AP designation is now 
“less noteworthy” to admissions 
officers.

Finally, as more students seek 
college credit, some selective insti-
tutions are more reticent to award 
it. A report from Paul Weinstein, 
director of Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity’s Graduate Program in Public 
Management, found 86 percent 
of the country’s top colleges and 
universities limit AP credit in some 
way— restricting eligible subject 
areas, capping credits, or setting a 
higher bar for scores. Still, among 
the 35 most selective American 
institutions, just one, California 
Institute of Technology, awards 
neither AP credit nor advanced 
placement, notes Sympson. Among 
institutions overall, “the number 
of college credit policies award-
ing credit for scores of three has 
increased,” she says.

Will more defections follow? 
Probably. But they’re unlikely to re-
configure most students’ schedules 
— especially as those college costs 
continue to soar.

Kristen Blair is a Chapel Hill-based 
education writer with experience 
tracking education and public policy 
issues at the state and national level. 

TENNESSEE LEGISLATORS re-
ceived a shock in 2012, when a 
study from Georgetown Universi-
ty’s Center on Education and the 
Workforce predicted, by 2020, 55 
percent of Tennessee jobs would 
require some kind of post-second-
ary education or job training.

To elected officials in a state 
where only a quarter of its 
residents possessed a bachelor’s 
degree and 33.3 percent of work-
ing-age adults possessed any form 
of post-high school career training, 
it seemed something urgent must 
be done. So, in 2015, the governor 
proposed the “Drive to 55” initia-
tive, which was intended to in-
crease the number of Tennesseans 
with a college degree or certificate 
to 55 percent by 2025.

The legislature also enacted 
the Tennessee Promise as part 
of the governor’s initiative. The 
Tennessee Promise is a last-dollar 

scholarship, meaning it covers the 
cost of tuition and mandatory fees 
not covered by other financial aid.

This makes Tennessee the first 
statewide tuition-free communi-
ty college program by providing 
scholarships to students pursuing 
an associate degree or certificate 
program at community colleges, 
colleges of applied technology, and 
participating universities.

It’s possible, however, the gov-
ernor and legislature should have 
been more cautious, for the Center 

on Education and the Workforce 
has a history overestimating the 
need for college degrees in the 
workforce.

Still, Tennessee appears to be 
all in for increasing the numbers 
of young people who go to college, 
and the incentives appear to be 
working. In the program’s first 
few years, Tennessee’s enrollment 
rate in community colleges saw 
a 24.7 percent increase. Likewise, 
colleges of applied technology that 
provide only two-year technical 

degrees saw a 20 percent increase 
in first-time freshman enrollment.

But who are these students now 
filling the classrooms of communi-
ty colleges?

Federal data show the rate of 
low-income students enrolled 
in public two-year institutions 
actually decreased since the in-
ception of Tennessee Promise. The 
percentage of students at these 
institutions receiving Pell Grants 
was 53 percent for the 2013 and 
2014 school years, before dropping 
to 49 percent in 2015, and then to a 
six-year low of 48 percent in 2016.

Clearly, low-income students 
aren’t the people benefiting from 
this program. It’s just the opposite: 
Free college programs dispropor-
tionately benefit students from 
middle-class and wealthier back-
grounds, because those students 
don’t qualify for federal Pell Grants 
or other assistance. The Ameri-
can Association of Community 
Colleges estimates 25 percent of 
community college students — 
especially those from low-income 
backgrounds — already can attend 
for free or nearly free due to the 
availability of other federal, state, 
and institution aid programs.

These numbers suggest it’s 
not the price tag of community 

colleges and trade schools that 
deters low-income students from 
attending.

Tennessee’s politicians should 
have considered other problems 
likely to arise from free college. For 
one, there’s considerable opportu-
nity cost implicit when students 
who aren’t seriously interested 
in further education go to college 
instead of pursuing other ways to 
prepare for adulthood.

In the face of a crippling student 
debt crisis, it’s understandable 
why “free” college is so appealing 
to policymakers hoping to attract 
middle-class voters. But it’s hardly 
good policy to create a permanent 
and unnecessary entitlement pro-
gram for the middle class. People 
should also be suspicious of claims 
that their prosperity depends 
primarily on higher education. 
While it’s true the future economy 
will grow more sophisticated and 
knowledge-dependent, it’s best 
to let educational levels rise as 
needed, rather than trying to force 
people into educational programs 
for jobs that don’t exist — and may 
never exist.

Chris West is a policy fellow for the 
James G. Martin Center for Academic 
Renewal.

Free college just another middle-class entitlement

EDUCATION
The movement to drop APs for more rigorous coursework

KRISTEN BLAIR
COLUMNIST

CHRIS WEST
COLUMNIST

AP Participation
In the last decade, the number of U.S. 
public high school graduates who took 
at least one AP Exam increased from 
691,437 or 23.9% of the class of 2007 to 
1,174,554 or 37.7% of the class of 2017.

CLASS OF 2007 CLASS OF 2017

691,437

1,174,554

Not for mainstream America. 
The movement to jettison AP, 
begun years ago, is dominated by 
private schools with established 
reputations for rigor. Though 
thoughtful and innovative in 
their curricular approaches, these 
schools don’t educate most stu-
dents. Nor must they consider most 
students’ opportunities, aspira-
tions, and budgets.

In fact, AP’s record of consisten-
cy and rigor amid expansion is no-
table. A decade ago, 691,437 public 
school students took AP exams; 
61 percent scored a three or higher 
— out of a possible five — on at 
least one exam. Among the Class 
of 2017, 1.17 million public school 
students took AP exams; 61 percent 
earned a three or higher.

In North Carolina, participation 
and performance are rising concur-
rently. The state has doubled down 
on AP investment: 2014 legisla-
tion authorized funding for public 
school students’ exams and created 
the N.C. AP Partnership with the 
College Board, broadening AP 
access, especially for underserved 
students, and providing profes-
sional development and teacher 
support.

AP expansion also mitigates 
higher education’s assault on the 
family pocketbook. Based on 2017 

exam scores of three or better, the 
state’s public and private students 
had the potential to earn AP college 
credits representing more than $61 
million in cost savings, according to 
Sara Sympson, the College Board’s 
director of communications.

Yet challenges lie ahead. Despite 
progress, just more than half of 
2017 AP exams taken by N.C. 
public school students garnered 
a score of three or above. Clearly, 
there’s work ahead to boost course 
rigor and exam preparation. What 
else? As AP expands, its imprima-
tur is becoming less distinctive. 

AP Performance
The number of U.S. public high school 
graduates who scored a 3 or higher 
on an AP Exam rose from 423,067 or 
14.6% of the class of 2007 to 711,518 or 
22.8% of the class of 2017.

CLASS OF 2007 CLASS OF 2017

423,067

711,518

SOURCE: The College Board SOURCE: The College Board 
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MK: This is something 
that I think a lot of people 
don’t spend a lot of time 
thinking about. But if 
they’re worried about how 
the government’s going 
to be spending money on 
all the things that gov-
ernment spends money 
on, this is something we 
should pay attention to, 
isn’t it?

LG: It sure is. I think when 
you look across the country 
at the public-sector pension 
plans that are providing 
… retirement benefits for 
retired public workers, you 
have — if you take the 
plans’ numbers at their own 
word — about $1 trillion of 
unfunded pension liabilities 
nationally in these public 
pension plans. Depending on 
your outlook for the future 
and your … forecast for the 
markets in the future, that 
number could be anywhere 
as high as north of $5 trillion 
or $6 trillion.  

Whether it’s $1 trillion of 
unfunded liabilities or $6 
trillion of unfunded liabil-
ities, I think the important 
part there is that these 
are promises that have 
been made for which the 
funds are not there today 
to provide those benefits. 
And I would say that we’re 
contractually, legally, and — 
I think — morally obligated 
to pay those promises. And 
so then the trick becomes 
how do you do that in a way 
that is sustainable to make 
sure that the rest of your 
budget is able to be managed 
properly.  

You see in some places 
where the costs of … provid-
ing pensions and servicing 
pension debt are upwards of 
15 percent, 20 percent of a 
general fund budget in some 
cities today, like Phoenix, 
Los Angeles, places like that. 
So these costs are actually 
starting to really … move 
from the shadows. It’s sort 
of a prominent place in fiscal 
decision making because 
the rising costs are crowding 
out other types of public 
services in the budget.  

You see that in public 
education, where dollars are 
being syphoned off from the 
classroom and going into 
paying effectively for the 
department of the past. And 
you see that in public safety. 
You see that in all sorts of 
public services.

So this is a real issue that 

should be of concern to 
taxpayers and beneficiaries 
alike. I think having a lot of 
unfunded pension liabili-
ties out there, nationally, is 
something that should be a 
concern to the beneficiaries 
themselves who have been 
promised these benefits, and 
making sure the govern-
ments are able to live up to 
those commitments.

MK: Just to clarify, when 
you’re saying that this 
is crowding out, we’re 
talking about if people 
think that government 
spends too much and 
should put money back in 
the hands of taxpayers, or 
if they think that govern-
ment should be spending 
lots of money on all kinds 
of programs — in either 
scenario, this is eating 
into what you think gov-
ernment should be doing?

LG: That’s a great point. I 
think no matter really what 
your ideological perspective, 
or what your perspective 
on how public funds should 
be spent or not spent, or 
given back, this is an issue. 
Because … we’re talking 
about managing debt in a 
lot of places.

In North Carolina’s par-
ticular situation — just to 
put that into some context 
— the numbers here aren’t 
as staggering as we see in 
some other states. You’ve 
had your main plan, your 
Teachers’ and State Em-
ployees’ Plan, your biggest 
plan, is decently funded 

compared to other states in 
terms of unfunded liabilities 
that you’re facing as a state. 
We’re not talking about the 
numbers that we’re seeing 
in places like California, or 
New Jersey, or Connecticut, 
or Kentucky, or Illinois. 
But I would say that that’s 
exactly when you should be 
talking about how to make 
systems more solvent. There 
are a lot of different ways to 
do that. There’s no one-size-
fits-all solution for how do 
you tackle this problem.  

But I would say that it 
actually behooves North 
Carolina policymakers to 
start really focusing on this 
issue now, when you’re look-
ing at unfunded liabilities 
on the order of $10 billion as 
opposed to $100 billion and 
north, like we see in places 
like California, Illinois, other 
jurisdictions, where prob-
lems that were left to fester 
did and became a much 
bigger problem to tackle 
down the road. [It is] a lot 
easier to put some controls 
on that now when you’re in 
a better position to do so, as 
opposed to working from a 
crisis space.

MK: If North Carolina 
wanted to go ahead and 
take a look at this issue 
now, what are some of 
the things they should be 
looking at?

LG: There are a few different 
things. No. 1: You should be 
looking at the assumptions 
in the current plan. Even if 
you do nothing else, looking 

at the assumption in the 
current plan. Again, I’m 
talking primarily about your 
Teachers’ and State Em-
ployees’ Plan. Where right 
now you’re assuming that 
the investments, the assets 
that that plan has, are going 
to earn 7.2 percent over the 
long run. … Twenty or 30 
years ago, that was not an 
unrealistic number to hit. I 
think when you look at what 
most credible capital market 
forecasts would suggest 
about the future, the future 
today looks not as rosy as 
the past in terms in terms of 
investment returns.  

And so we think looking 
at assumptions like that are 
really first and foremost. You 
have not been hitting that 
number as a plan over the 
last 10 to 20 years. There’s 
no reason to think that 
you’re going to start hitting 
that, moving forward. So 
what that means is, if you’ve 
overassuming what the 
markets are going to deliver, 
it means you’re underinvest-
ing now, meaning you’re not 
putting in enough money 
to have those benefits there 
that have been promised 
down the road — 20, 30, 40, 
50 years from now.

And so getting a handle 
on that would be sort of 
the first thing. And there 
are many assumptions that 
need to be looked at. Not 
just what you assume your 
return on investments [is] 
going to be. So that’s one 
bucket.  

Another bucket would 
be looking at how you’re 

funding the plan. I will give 
North Carolina a lot of credit 
on that. You’ve, over several 
years, moved to a more 
sensible and prudent way 
to amortize those unfunded 
liabilities, meaning, just a 
fancy way of saying, “How 
do you pay off that debt 
in installments?” Just like 
a mortgage or something 
else. And … you guys have 
basically taken a policy 
position that you’re going to 
pay off your debt in short-
term, equal-dollar incre-
ments, which we think is a 
very good policy. So I think 
there you might want to 
look at some other aspects 
of funding policy. But there, 
that seems like a pretty tight 
ship so far.  

Then I think you also have 
to look at new plan design 
for new hires moving for-
ward. And looking at making 
sure that the benefit pack-
ages that you’re offering … 
are going to be an attrac-
tive benefit for the future 
workforce. We have a future 
workforce that is much more 
portable. And so figuring 
out how to create portability 
within a plan context is, I 
think, an important thing.  
Lots of different ways to do 
that.  

You see defined-contri-
bution plans, cash-balance 
plans. Lots of different ways 
of tackling that but creating 
options out there for people 
who might want that. Like 
you already have today 
in your higher ed system, 
where academics essentially 
have portable options right 
now. We would say maybe 
you want to look at how 
can you expand that kind of 
choice construct out to other 
classes of state employees, 
like traditional state em-
ployees, or teachers, or what 
have you.

MK: If North Carolina 
doesn’t do anything about 
this and says, “Hey, we’re 
in good shape. We’re in 
much better shape than 
other states. Why worry 
about this?” If we take 
that attitude and don’t 
address these issues, 
what happens?

LG: Then, in the long run, 
you run the risk of be-
coming a California, or an 
Illinois, or a New Jersey, or 
one of these places that, for 
many years, said the same 
thing.

STATE BUDGETS
Unfunded retiree benefits threaten state governments’ budgets

PENSIONS ARE CROWDING OUT PUBLIC SERVICE. In public education, dollars are being syphoned 
off from the classroom and going into paying for the department of the past. Leonard Gilroy  

Senior Managing Director
Pension Integrity Project 
Reason Foundation

Listen to this and other 
interviews online:

www.carolinajournal.com/radio

Unfunded government 
retiree benefits generate 
few headlines, but those 
benefits create major budget 
challenges for state and 
local governments across the 
country. Leonard Gilroy, 
senior managing director of the 
Pension Integrity Project at the 
libertarian Reason Foundation, 
highlighted the issue during a 
recent visit to Raleigh. Gilroy 
discussed unfunded benefits 
with Mitch Kokai for Carolina 
Journal Radio. 
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MK: Your book actually 
deals with this exact is-
sue: why these state-level 
constitutions are amended 
so much more frequently 
than has been the U.S. 
Constitution. Why is that?

JD: I’d say two real reasons. 
One reason is that we’ve 
made it easier to amend 
state constitutions than the 
federal Constitution. Just 
the mechanics of doing so 
changes. It’s pretty difficult 
to amend the U.S. Consti-
tution. You’ve got to get 
… two-thirds of Congress, 
both houses, to agree. There 
is an alternative mecha-
nism where two-thirds of 
the states could petition for 
calling a convention. But 
the normal mode is two-
thirds of both houses of 
Congress. And then ratify-
ing by three-fourths of the 
state legislatures. Those are 
really high hurdles.  

The states, by contrast — 
all of whom have consti-
tutions, 50 state constitu-
tions — none of them are 
as difficult to amend as the 
federal Constitution. In fact, 
in North Carolina, it takes 
a three-fifths vote of both 
houses of the state legis-
lature and just a majority 
vote of the people. That’s 
not all that unusual around 
the states. In fact, in some 
states it’s even easier. It just 
takes a majority vote of the 
state legislature and a ma-
jority vote of the people. So 
one reason is … the mechan-
ics are easier.  

But there’s one second 
reason. … There’s a different 
culture around amending. At 
the U.S. Constitution, when-
ever somebody does propose 
an amendment, a lot of peo-
ple say, “You shouldn’t really 
tinker with the U.S. Consti-
tution. After all, that’s been 
around so long.” So there’s a 
real bias against amending. 
At the state level, there’s 
not that same bias or push 
against amendment. People 
say, “No, that’s something 
we can do. If we need to 
change it, let’s do that.”  

So the mechanics are 
different, and the culture is 
different in the states.

MK: There’s also a differ-
ence, if I remember cor-
rectly, in the way that the 
constitutions are set up, 
in that the U.S. Constitu-
tion is very spare, [while] 
the state constitutions 
often spell out much more 

about what happens with 
government.

JD: Yeah. That would be 
another important reason 
to explain this. That is, if 
the U.S. Constitution — and 
people say it’s about 7,500 
words long, in that sense — 
that is shorter than every 
single state constitution. In 
fact, most state constitu-
tions are over 10,000 words. 
The Alabama constitution 
is closing in on 400,000 
words. … But the main point 
is state constitutions have 
more in there. They have 
whole articles on educa-
tion. They have whole 
articles on taxation and 
how money is raised.  

And so it is the case that 
once you put more in a con-
stitution, that invites more 
amendment. If you don’t 
have much more in a consti-
tution, it doesn’t necessarily 
invite textual amendment.

MK: Now, the members of 
the legislatures through-
out the states could be 
putting these things into 
law. Why do you think 
they’re deciding this 
needs to be in the consti-
tution, not just a law?

JD: Various reasons. … Let’s 
take a balanced budget, 
for instance. There’s been 
a lot of push: “Let’s have a 
balanced-budget amend-
ment to the U.S. Constitu-
tion.” In fact, they just had 
a vote on that in the U.S. 
Congress just the other 
week. But actually, the vast 
majority of state constitu-
tions have balanced-budget 
amendments. And so one 
simple point is: Legislatures 
say, “We need to restrain 
ourselves. We’re actually 
not very good at showing 

restraint on our own. If we 
don’t protect us against our-
selves, we will go too much 
into debt. We won’t actually 
have a balanced budget. We 
might even tax too much. 
And so we realize that there 
are some things that we’re 
just not as good at as others. 
And so we’re actually going 
to restrain ourselves.”

The one other thing 
that comes up sometimes, 
though, is that people say, 
“Once we actually put this in 
the constitution, we want to 
protect it against somebody 
else coming down the road 
and actually changing it. It’s 
not so much we don’t trust 
ourselves as legislators, it’s 
that we’re Republicans or 
we’re Democrats and who 
knows what might come 
after us. And so let’s put 
this in the constitution so it 
makes it a tougher hurdle to 
change.”  

Those would be two of the 
leading reasons, but I’ll just 
mention one more. Some-
times —  and you see this 
often happen at the state 
level — when a court issues 
a decision, a state court 
issues a decision, sometimes 
the only avenue for over-
turning that court decision 
is through a constitutional 
amendment to actually cor-
rect the court. That’s actu-
ally been done four times in 
the U.S. Constitution. That 
is, four of the amendments 
of the 27 have actually over-
turned court decisions. But 
that’s actually very rare at 
the U.S. Constitution level. 
But at the state constitu-
tion level, if the court gets 
it wrong in the eyes of the 
people, they can’t just pass a 
law. They need to amend the 
constitution and say, “No, 
this is the new understand-
ing of the constitution.”

MK: You mentioned that 
this is a process that all of 
the states have of amend-
ing the constitution 
that’s a little bit easier 
than what we have at the 
federal level. How does 
North Carolina compare?

JD: I would say that North 
Carolina’s mechanics for 
changing the state con-
stitution are right in the 
mainstream. Three-fifths 
vote of the legislature and 
then a majority vote of the 
people. Several things I’ll 
note, though. There are 
certain things that other 
states have that North Car-
olina doesn’t have. Eighteen 
states allow the people to 
amend the constitution 
through the initiative 
process — not just pass a 
law, but actually amend the 
constitution. It’s 18 states, 
most of them west of the 
Mississippi. North Carolina 
does not have that process.  

Another process — and 
this is in 14 states, and North 
Carolina, again, doesn’t have 
it — there’s a process that 
every 20 years in the state of 
New York, every 20 years in 
the state of Ohio, a question 
automatically comes on the 
ballot: “Do you want to call 
a constitutional convention 
to consider changes to your 
state constitution?” It’s 
the idea that: What if the 
legislature isn’t interested in 
making changes, but there 
[are] actually changes out 
there? Perhaps redistrict-
ing changes, perhaps other 
changes that legislators … 
it’s just not on their radar 
screen. That is something 
that actually the people of 
14 other states have an auto-
matic ability to actually say, 
“Let’s call a constitutional 
convention, and actually 
we could revise the whole 
constitution, or we could put 

forward some amendments.” 
The people in the state of 
Hawaii, this November, that 
question will be coming up 
automatically.  

These are some things 
that other states have that 
North Carolina doesn’t. But 
for the most part, North 
Carolina is well within the 
mainstream of how it’s 
possible to change the state 
constitution. In terms of the 
length of the state constitu-
tion, in terms of the regu-
larity of amendments, once 
again, North Carolina is well 
in the mainstream. There 
are some real outliers, like 
Alabama, where the average 
… is eight amendments are 
passed each year in Ala-
bama. Then you have a state 
such as Vermont, which is 
way on the other side.  An 
amendment passes about 
once every four years in that 
state. North Carolina, maybe 
about an amendment every 
year, more or less. About the 
norm.

MK: Based on what you 
have seen in terms of 
the response to vari-
ous amendments or the 
campaigns that surround 
them, are the people 
happy that they have this 
opportunity to amend the 
state constitutions?

JD: You know, one measure 
of that is what happens 
when people try to make 
it more difficult to amend 
the constitution or to make 
it easier. And I will say 
that in the last five to six 
years there’s been a little 
of a movement on it in 
some states where it’s been 
pretty easy to amend the 
state constitution, to make 
it a little bit harder to do so. 
That is, Colorado, just two 
years ago, they actually 
said, “Well, it used to be it’d 
just take a majority vote of 
the people to ratify amend-
ments. Maybe, let’s make 
that a 55 percent vote.” The 
State of Florida said, “Let’s 
make that a 60 percent 
vote.” That is of the people, 
so it doesn’t just take a 
majority vote. 

So there is a little bit of a 
sense in some states, where 
the amendments come fast 
and furious, that maybe 
they don’t have to come as 
frequent. But, as I say, North 
Carolina is really more in the 
mainstream. It has not been 
seen as an overly frequent 
amendment process.

POLITICS & GOVERNMENT
State constitutions face far more amendments than the federal document

John Dinan  
Professor
Wake Forest University

Listen to this and other 
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The U.S. Constitution has 
faced just 27 amendments 
in more than 225 years. 
In contrast, states have 
rewritten their constitutions 
completely on a regular basis. 
Their current constitutions 
tend to have much more 
frequent amendments. John 
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Department of Politics and 
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of the legislature 
and then a 
majority vote of 
the people. 
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We’ve had no shortage of 
goofiness at the General 
Assembly in the past 

few weeks. And we’re not talking 
about the recently convened short 
session, which seems to have had 
little purpose other than trying to 
fix embarrassing mistakes in the 
election process the same General 
Assembly has made over the past 
two years.

Meantime, federal regulators are 
looking at a controversy dealt with 
in the General Assembly’s farm 
bill regarding nondairy beverages 
labeled milk.

The farm bill became law in late 
June over Gov. Roy Cooper’s veto. It 
includes a provision defining milk, 
for commercial labeling purpos-
es, as “the lacteal secretion … 
obtained by the complete milking 
of one or more healthy hooved 
mammals.” Hooved mammals 
include, generally speaking, the 
family groups of cattle and sheep, 
camels, deer, and horses.

It bans “the sale of plant-based 
beverages mislabeled as milk,” 
including beverages made from 
soybeans, almonds, or coconuts 
(our emphasis). For example, Blue 
Diamond Growers’ Almond Breeze 
would have to be labeled “almond 
beverage” rather than “almond 
milk.” Danone couldn’t market 
its Silk beverage as “soy milk.” It 
would become “soy beverage.”

This is yet another example 
of lawmakers using the coercive 
power of government to protect 

a politically powerful (though 
important) industry by planting 
irrational fears that greedy busi-
nesses are deceiving consumers. 
It’s protectionism based on an 
argument that individual North 
Carolinians are too dumb to know 
what they’re buying.

The Food and Drug Adminis-
tration has become interested, 
as well. For years, the FDA has 
defined milk as “lacteal secretion 
… of cows,” but it hasn’t enforced 
the rule. It may start.

Commissioner Scott Gottlieb 
launched a hearing process in late 
July to crack down on plant-based 
beverages “masquerading” as milk. 
He’s not going after goat milk or 
sheep milk, even though they vio-
late the federal rule just as much as 
Almond Breeze and Silk do. Plant-
based beverages, however, seem to 
pose some special threat.

The dairy industry’s justifica-
tions for enforcement don’t hold, 
er, water. The packages of these 
beverages list the ingredients. 

For original Almond Breeze, they 
begin with filtered water, almonds, 
and evaporated cane juice.

And anyone who’s seen a Tarzan 
movie, or endured an episode of 
“Gilligan’s Island,” should know 
that coconut milk doesn’t come 
from an animal.

In 2013, a federal judge in Cal-
ifornia got it right. He dismissed 
“with prejudice” a class-action 
lawsuit in which the plaintiffs tried 
to enforce the FDA definition. U.S. 
District Court Judge Samuel Conti 
threw out the case, saying the 
idea that “a reasonable consumer 
would view the terms ‘soy milk’ 
and ‘almond milk,’ disregard the 
first words in the names, and 
assume that the beverages come 
from cows … stretches credulity. 
Under [this] logic, a reasonable 
consumer might also believe 
that veggie bacon contains 
pork, that flourless 
chocolate cake 
contains flour, 
or that 
e-books 
are 

made out of paper.”
And don’t get us started about 

peanut butter or root beer.
If the FDA decides to make a 

big deal about milk labels, the 
rulemaking process may take 
at least a year. And litigation 
will follow if the feds place any 
new restrictions on plant-based 
beverages.

Cornell law professor Michael 

Dorf thinks any ban on “misla-
beled” milk products could be 
tossed as a violation of the First 
Amendment. For the legal web-
site “Justia,” Dorf noted the regu-
lation isn’t an attempt to protect 
public safety or even a plausible 
argument about fraud.

Instead, Dorf wrote,
“These are efforts of a power-

ful industry to use the levers of 
government to suppress the 

[claims] of the makers of 
plant-based milk — that 

their products are healthier, 
better for the environment, 
and do not require the 
harmful exploitation of 
millions of cows or other 
‘hooved mammals.’”

If the state’s law or the 
federal rule is enforced, the 

only thing we know for 
certain is that lawyers 

will be paid. And well. 
And since the gov-
ernment’s involved, 
taxpayers will get the 
tab.

This is America, 
after all.

EDITORIAL
Big Almond and Big Coconut aren’t 

pulling the wool over your eyes

Free Choice for Workers: 
A History of the Right to Work Movement

BY GEORGE C. LEEF
Director of Research 
at the James G. Martin 
Center for Academic 
Renewal

ORDER NOW AT JAMESON BOOKS

1-800-426-1357

Anyone who’s seen 
a Tarzan movie, or 
endured an episode 
of ‘Gilligan’s Island,’ 
should know that 
coconut milk doesn’t 
come from an animal.
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EVEN THOUGH Gov. Roy 
Cooper is a Democrat and 
the state Supreme Court has 
a majority of justices with 
Democratic backgrounds, 
state Democrats will be try-
ing to make 2018 a “change 
election.”

They could have a 
successful cycle. A number 
of historical and institu-
tional factors could work 
in their favor, including the 
midterm election losses 
usually suffered by the 
party controlling the White 
House. But N.C. Republicans 
have something going for 
them, too: the state’s strong 
economic performance.

Three data releases 
showed the state’s economy 
is once again among the na-
tion’s pacesetters. Employ-
ers added about 103,000 net 
new jobs over the 12-month 
period that ended in June, 
according to the latest num-
bers from the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics. That’s the 
eighth-fastest rate of job 
growth in the country.

As for the separate house-
hold survey that produces 
unemployment rates, North 
Carolina’s U-6 rate — the 
broadest measure of the 
labor market, including the 
unemployed actively look-
ing for work, discouraged 
and marginally attached 
workers, and part-timers 
who’d rather be working 
full-time — had dropped 
over the past year by 1.7 
points to 7.7 percent. Only 
four states posted bigger 

improvements in their labor 
markets. During the most 
recent 12-month period, 
personal income in North 
Carolina grew by 3.7 percent, 
ranking our state 13th.

Ever since Republicans 
won control of the state 
legislature in 2010 and 
began implementing their 
conservative policy agenda, 
Democrats have repeatedly 
predicted economic disaster.

When Republicans 
first rejected Democrat-

ic attempts to maintain 
high sales taxes in 2011, 
then began a serious of 
income-tax reductions in 
2013, Democrats claimed 
that companies didn’t really 
value lower taxes as much 
as they valued expenditures 
on public services, and that 
the result would be less, not 
more, recruitment of new 
jobs into the state.

Democrats predicted that 
Republican tax cuts would 
hurt the economy in anoth-
er way, as well, by rerouting 
money from those likely 
to spend it (recipients of 

jobless benefits, for exam-
ple) to those likely to save it 
(taxpayers with above-aver-
age incomes). According to 
this outdated demand-side 
theory of growth, North 
Carolina’s consumption, and 
thus the overall economy, 
ought to have faltered.

It is difficult to evaluate 
claims about economic 
policy in the real world 
because you can’t really run 
a controlled experiment. 
Perhaps if Democrats had 
retained control of the 
General Assembly over the 
past eight years, resulting 
in higher taxes and higher 
state expenditures, North 
Carolina’s economy would 
have grown even faster than 
it has.

As a political matter, if 
North Carolina continues to 
add jobs at a rate faster than 
the national and regional 
averages, the claim that 
Republican policies are bad 
for the state’s economy 
will sound unpersuasive to 
voters.  

North Carolina politicians 
and policy analysts have 
been arguing for decades 

about targeted economic incen-
tives. 

The central question is wheth-
er North Carolina’s state and 
local governments should try to 
compete with other jurisdictions 
across the country in offering 
targeted tax or cash incentives, 
either to lure new businesses or to 
entice current employers to stay 
and expand. 

 I use the term “targeted” to 
distinguish incentives from other 
government policies that may have 
the same goal — faster growth — 
but do not pick and choose among 
companies. This distinction is 
critical to understanding why there 
are more than two “sides.”

With these definitions in mind, 
here's a somewhat whimsical 
model for classifying the compet-
ing arguments:

The Ballplayers 
Some of the strongest sup-

porters of incentives can sound 
reluctant or even resentful about 
business subsidies, while also ad-
vocating more and more of them. 
“I don’t like incentives any more 
than you do,” they say, “but this 
is just the way things are. If we 

don’t compete, other communities 
will get the jobs and income. If we 
don’t play ball, we lose.” 

The Managers 
Other incentive supporters ar-

gue, if done correctly, these policies 
can do a lot of good. They want to 
offer incentives only to companies 
that pay a certain minimum wage, 
or offer generous nonwage benefits, 
or locate in needy areas as desig-
nated by government authorities. 
Essentially, they believe that 

government needs to play a more 
active role in managing the econ-
omy and see incentives as a useful 
tool in designing and carrying out 
such central planning.

The Umpires
These incentive opponents 

recognize a robust competition 
among states and localities for 
private investment. They recognize 
government tax and regulatory 
policies matter. But they argue for 
going broad, not narrow. They don’t 

believe targeted incentives work as 
intended. They observe that gov-
ernment officials have a poor track 
record of guessing which firms or 
sectors will make effective use of 
subsidies. They also argue that a 
willingness to offer targeted tax 
incentives is often an admission 
that the business climate stinks, 
in which case it would be far more 
effective to address the underlying 
problem rather than trying to offset 
it piecemeal with incentives.

Soccer Fans 
Some incentive opponents think 

the entire business-recruitment 
game is pointless and corrupt. 
They don’t believe tax burdens, 
for example, have much effect on 
business decisions. They think 
higher taxes, spent on more and 
better government services, 
would produce faster and broader 
economic growth. Some are more 
radical still; they favor overturning 
the market economy altogether.  

As should come as no surprise 
to regular readers, I’m with the 
umpires. I want government to call 
the equivalent of balls and strikes 
— to enforce contracts and pro-
vide basic services — rather than 
attempting active management of 
our economy, which isn’t fair and 
doesn’t work. 

COMMENTARY BY JOHN HOOD
Wheel of 
politics 
always turns 

Case for incentives strikes out

North Carolina economy had strong spring  
POLITICS AND THE ECONOMY
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3.7%
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CAROLINA PERSONAL 
INCOME

BY THE NUMBERS

IN POLITICS, THE karma may not 
be instant — but it will get you, 
sooner or later. Check out recent 
political headlines.

Anthony Kennedy, the sometime 
swing vote on the U.S. Supreme 
Court, announced his retirement. 
Democrats won’t be able to filibus-
ter President Trump’s nominee, just 
as they weren’t able to filibuster 
now-Justice Neil Gorsuch. 

When Harry Reid, Senate ma-
jority leader at the time, first used 
the nuclear option, Republicans 
forecast karmic consequences. 
"Democrats won’t be in power in 
perpetuity,” warned Sen. Richard 
Shelby of Alabama. “This is a mis-
take — a big one for the long run.”

The long run, in this case, proved 
to be only a few years. But the 
wheel of politics can turn even 
faster than that. Consider the case 
of N.C. judicial elections.

For the 2016 election cycle, 
the Republican majority in the 
General Assembly decided to make 
elections to the Court of Appeals 
explicitly partisan but to keep 
party labels off the single Supreme 
Court race that year, the one pit-
ting (Republican) incumbent Bob 
Edmunds against (Democratic) 
challenger Mike Morgan.

Initially, GOP lawmakers had 
tried to give Edmunds no challeng-
er at all, with a yes-or-no retention 
election. 

When that move proved uncon-
stitutional, setting up a competi-
tive election, Republicans decided 
not to align it with the other — 
partisan — appellate races.

By luck of the draw, Morgan’s 
name ended up being listed first 
on the ballot, the same position 
that Republicans held in the 
partisan races. Not coincidentally, 
Republicans won all the Appeals 
Court seats while Morgan defeated 
Edmunds.

Now, for the 2018 cycle, some-
thing similar may happen. All 
judicial races are now partisan, but 
Republican lawmakers decided not 
to hold party primaries. 

That meant that more than one 
candidate of the same party could 
be on the fall ballot. If there were, 
say, multiple Democrats but only 
one Republican, that might split 
the blue vote and boost the pros-
pects of the red candidate.

There are two listed Republican 
candidates and only one listed 
Democrat for the Supreme Court 
and for one of the three Appeals 
Court slots. 

If this ends up costing Repub-
licans in the fall, whose fault will 
that be?
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My late father told me the 
story about his first flight 
in an airplane during 

World War II.  His unit of CB’s — 
short for construction battalion — 
was being moved to another island 
in the Pacific to begin work on 
extending a runway. Up until that 
time, his unit had always been 
transported by ship. 

But for some reason, this time 
they were airlifted on a cargo 
plane. He remembered the flight 
as not being enjoyable. Only a few 
lucky guys found places to sit; the 
rest — including my dad — stood. 
The flight was slow and rocky, 
and each time the plane bounced 
up or down, many of the standing 
passengers fell to the floor.

Decades later my father took 
his second flight — this time with 
my family to Florida for a spring 
training baseball game. He was 
apprehensive at first, but after we 
landed he raved about how much 
better it was than the cargo plane 
experience.

Economic growth is a little bit 
like air travel. If growth is slow, 
it can be a bumpy ride, with the 

threat of a recession always loom-
ing. But if growth is faster, the 
economy can feel like it's cruising 
at high altitude, creating oppor-
tunities for more people and more 
places.

Recently I’ve been looking at 
North Carolina’s economic growth 
numbers over the past three 
decades and examining how our 
state has performed both over time 
and compared to other states and 
to the nation. I’ve also tracked sev-
eral measures of economic growth, 
including growth in employment, 
production, income per person, 
and worker productivity.

As you might expect, there's both 
good news and bad news about our 
state’s economic performance. Let’s 
take the good news first. 

North Carolina has generally 
outperformed both the nation and 
the Southeast in expansion of our 
production of goods and services 
— also known as gross domestic 
product, or GDP.  

This economic growth has 
translated into income gains for 
people, but with a caveat.  Our in-
come gains have been better than 
those in the nation and Southeast 
when the overall national econo-
my is improving, but our income 
losses have often been larger than 
losses in other Southeast states 
when the overall national econo-
my is in a recession.

It can be said North Carolina has 
more of a “boom-and-bust” em-

ployment pattern. North Carolina 
has been very good at generating 
jobs when there’s optimism and 
overall growth in the economy. 
But when the economic trends 
are turned around and the overall 
economy is in a recession, North 
Carolina has tended to lose jobs at 
a faster rate than the nation.  

There’s an interesting footnote 
to these employment trends. 
When employment in our state 
is measured as jobs per person, 
growth in this measure trails that 
for the same measure in both the 
U.S. and the Southeast states, 
and during both expansions and 
recessions. In other words, North 
Carolina has been adding people 
faster than it has been adding jobs. 

The major bad news I found 

is that in the nine years since 
the end of the Great Recession, 
North Carolina has trailed both 
the nation and the Southeast on 
five of the six economic growth 
measures I examined, including 
— importantly — worker pro-
ductivity. Worker productivity is 
significant because it is linked to 
wage increases and standard of 
living gains. 

North Carolina did enact some 
major reductions in both individu-
al and corporate income tax rates, 
beginning in 2014. If the 2010-17 
period is split into two subperiods 
— 2010-13 and 2014-17 — I did see 
an improvement in the state’s var-

ious economic growth measures in 
the 2014-17 period, and relative to 
both the U.S. and the Southeast. 
But correlation — factors occur-
ring together — doesn’t neces-
sarily imply causation, so the full 
impact of the tax changes won’t be 
known for several years.

North Carolina’s economic air-
plane isn’t bouncing along on its 
flight, but it isn’t yet flying at top 
speed and altitude.  Still, my dad 
would be comfortable!

Michael Walden is a Reynolds 
Distinguished Professor at North 
Carolina State University.  He does 
not speak for the university.
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Is N.C. keeping up with other states?
When employment 
in our state is 
measured as jobs 
per person, growth 
in this measure 
trails that for the 
same measure in 
both the U.S. and 
the Southeast 
states.

SCOTT SMITH, one of the partners 
who own and run Outer Banks Dis-
tilling in Manteo, loves his job.
That’s no surprise, after all. He 
makes rum, and lots of people are 
buying it.

But he and his partners do other 
things, too. Things that mean a lot 
to a lot of people. He does things 
for people who don’t drink rum, or 
even drink at all.

Smith builds playgrounds.
The Manteo distillers created a 

new rum — Angels’ Share — and, 
in partnership with celebrity chef 
Vivian Howard, put all proceeds 
from the sale of their new concoc-
tion toward the reconstruction of 
a dilapidated playground in Dare 

County. They made a party of it, 
and it worked. Howard signed her 
new book. Sam Jones donated a 
whole hog. Lost Colony Brewery 
poured beer, and Greentails Sea-
food of Nags Head did its thing.

“As a business we’ve done really 
well, and the community has been 
insanely supportive,” Smith says.

Restaurants along the Outer 
Banks serve his Kill Devil Rum, 
and ABC stores, as well as ABC 
administrator Bob Hamilton, have 
supported Smith’s and his partners’ 
efforts.

Smith estimates 1,000 people 
showed up for the picnic, and sales 
of the rum — 372 bottles — raised 
$15,000, which all went to the 
county’s parks and rec department 
and the playground. 

“Every last dime,” Smith says. 
“We’re going to be doing this every 
year, every summer, picking a 
North Carolina charity. We want to 
do something back for this commu-
nity, not just gaining attention for 
our rum, but to be good citizens.”

Smith and his partners aren’t 

outliers. Not by any stretch.
Certain lawmakers bash drink-

ing, telling stories of how it has 
destroyed families and ripped com-
munities from their roots. Some of 
that is true. Liquor in North Caroli-
na has a long and beleaguered his-
tory. We all know that, as certain 
lawmakers are quick to remind us, 
should we start to forget.

What gets lost in talk of liquor is 
brotherhood and community, ideas 
that distillers create and nurture.

The idea of a civil society.
Take Southern Grace Distilleries 

in Mount Pleasant, which uses 
proceeds from its products to help 
fund animal shelters, breast cancer 

research, Habitat for Humanity, 
and the work of local firefighters, 
among many other recipients.

“When we started our distill-
ery, we made a commitment to 
make a contribution to charity for 
every bottle we sold,” says Leanne 
Powell, Southern Grace president. 
“We also host charitable events 
at Whiskey Prison, and in just the 
last year have donated more than 
$3,000 in tours and merchandise to 
local charity auctions and events. 
We feel an obligation to not just 
make a good whiskey, but to do 
good for our community at the 
same time.”

At TOPO Distillery in Chapel 
Hill, giving is part of the culture.

“We donate a lot of tours and 
spirits to nonprofits throughout 
the year,” says spirit guide Esteban 
McMahan. “Maybe 100 a year; we 
stopped tracking those after the 
first year.”

But here are a few: Foundation 
Fighting Blindness, Urban Minis-
tries of Wake County, Triangle Day 
School, Triangle Raptor Center, 

Meals on Wheels Wake County, 
and Ronald McDonald House.

“We’ve also been one of the lead 
sponsors for the TerraVita Food & 
Drink Festival … which is com-
mitted to spreading the gospel of 
sustainable food and drink.

“We also go to a lot of nonprofit 
fundraisers and make cocktails for 
their events. Most events are worth 
around $2,000, if you take into 
account the spirits at retail, mixers, 
and bar service.”

Admittedly, this is an embar-
rassingly brief and incomplete list 
of examples of generosity from a 
community that includes hundreds 
of distillers, brewers, and winemak-
ers. 

As McMahan told me: “You get 
the idea.”

In reality, it’s an exhaustive 
list, which, maybe, those who rail 
against the industry can spend a 
minute or two taking in.

Sadly, in North Carolina, beset by 
arcane rules and, in certain corners, 
inflexible opposition to alcohol, 
many still won’t.

JOHN TRUMP
MANAGING EDITOR 

Distillers, brewers, winemakers play big, giving role in communities

What gets lost in 
talk of liquor is 
brotherhood and 
community, ideas that 
distillers create and 
nurture.
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ENVIRONMENTAL concerns are 
real and warranted. The GenX 
chemical produced by Chemours 
has been found in water supplies, 
and the impact on human health is 
still being explored. The company 
has installed carbon absorption 
units and promises a $100 million 
pollution reduction project. In 
the end, overall fluorochemical 

pollution will drop by 99 percent, 
compared to 2017 levels, company 
officials report. 

Now there are concerns GenX 
is found in the film coating solar 
panels. Carolina Journal reported, 
“GenX and its family of unregu-
lated emerging contaminants are 
present in some of the solar panels 
increasingly dotting North Caroli-
na’s landscape.” 

North Carolina ranks second 
to California in solar production, 
thanks to lucrative state subsidies. 
In North Carolina, 249 solar com-
panies are operating with hun-
dreds of thousands of solar panels 
on farm land, on top of big-box 
stores, and on rooftops. There are 
concerns about pollution leaching 
into the ground, long-term effects 

on productive farmland, and 
threats to public health. With a 
15- to 20-year lifespan, what hap-
pens as the panels wear out? How 
are they disposed of, and who will 
be responsible?  

Are our privacy rights in dan-
ger? A bill introduced this session 

would regulate digital communi-
cations in elections with broad 
disclosure requirements. It didn’t 
pass, but it raised important ques-
tions about regulating political 
engagement and free speech on-
line. Whether it’s mining personal 
data to use in electioneering, 
microtargeting voters, or requiring 
public disclosure for engaging 
in political speech, privacy and 
free speech must be protected. 
Another bill to address the opioid 
addiction crisis would give law 
enforcement access to a tracking 
system of individuals’ pharmacy 
records if they’re part of a drug 
investigation, without a warrant 
from a judge. Small steps to erode 
privacy rights, no matter how well 
intended, are large steps in the 

wrong direction.
A proposed constitutional 

amendment would give the 
legislature appointment powers 
over state boards and commis-
sions, shifting that power away 
from the governor. We have about 
400 boards overseeing a variety 
of state government functions 
— from the Acupuncture Licens-
ing Board to the Zoological Park 
Council. Legitimate arguments 
and even lawsuits have resulted 
from these separation-of-powers 
questions, and rightfully so. The 
bigger question is why do we have 
so many boards and commissions 
of unelected and unaccountable 
people making decisions, passing 

COMMENTARY
The five most important counties in North Carolina politics

ANDY TAYLOR
COLUMNIST

Everyone loves lists, and the 
internet age now has us ad-
dicted to them — the top-five 

greatest tennis grand-slam finals 
between left-handers, the top 10 
best-looking spouses of celebrity 
chefs, etc.  

Obviously, I jumped at the 
chance when asked to compile a 
list of such lists of North Carolina 
politics. I know, gentle reader, 
you love lists, too, so I’m going to 
present some of them periodically 
in my columns.

The first is “the five most im-
portant counties in North Carolina 
politics today.” In no particular 
order:

Cumberland County

Cumberland, home to Fayette-
ville, has become a battleground 
county in our purple state. This 
doesn’t mean it has swing voters. 
It has a slightly smaller proportion 
of unaffiliated voters than the 
state as a whole, but many fewer 
than the handful of other large 
urban counties. This is a conse-
quence of its large African-Amer-
ican population and huge military 
population. 

At 41 percent, no other large 
county, not even Durham, comes 
close in the proportion of regis-
tered voters who are black and, as 
home to Fort Bragg — the biggest 
military base in the world — more 

than one in five residents of Cum-
berland are veterans. These days, 
veterans are going for Republicans 
by more than 20 points. The coun-
ty must split at least 55 percent to 
Democrats for them to win state-
wide. Unfortunately for the party, 
Cumberland’s turnout was about 
eight percentage points lower than 
the state’s in 2016.

New Hanover County

New Hanover, where Wilm-
ington sits, isn’t quite the size of 
Cumberland. It’s in that second 
tier of counties by size, one that 
includes Buncombe, Cabarrus, and 
Gaston. But of the top-10 counties, 
it resembles a microcosm of North 
Carolina. Donald Trump won there 
in 2016 by the same amount he did 
statewide. As he and Sen. Richard 
Burr were securing the support 
of a majority of New Hanoverian 

voters, so was now-Gov. Roy Coo-
per. The county picked every 2016 
Council of State winner except in 
the auditor’s race. It’s more female, 
older, and much whiter than the 
state, giving it a more culturally 
liberal feel. Its population has 
increased by more than an eighth 
since 2010.

Union County

A number of exurban counties 
around Charlotte and the Triangle 
are candidates, but I think Union, 
on the South Carolina border 
southeast of Mecklenburg, de-
serves special mention.  It’s large 
and rapidly growing but, unlike 
many other counties around the 
states’ major cities, maintains its 
Republican demeanor. It has the 
second-highest median household 
income of any county and con-
tains Monroe, birthplace of Jesse 

Helms. No GOP statewide candi-
date received less than 63 percent 
of the vote in 2016, a performance 
that, if anything, marked a slight 
improvement over 2008. Turnout 
is, not surprisingly, consistently 
high. If Republican candidates are 
to win presidential, gubernatorial, 
and U.S. Senate races in North 
Carolina, they need to run up the 
score in Union.  

Henderson County

The extraordinary economic, 
demographic, and political chang-
es occurring in the mountains 
propel Henderson County onto the 
list. Whereas larger Buncombe 
County has become a Democratic 
powerhouse, adjacent Henderson 
is considerably more Republican. 
It has emerged as an important 
counterweight to Asheville in the 
region’s competitive party politics. 

Unlike Down East, mountain con-
servatives are more libertarian in 
outlook. Henderson is one of only 
three counties where a plurality 
of voters are unaffiliated. Nearly 
half of its residents don’t associate 
with any recognizable organized 
church. It has been crucial to the 
electoral success of U.S. Rep. Mark 
Meadows and has shaped the 
congressman as he has risen to 
prominence in Washington and 
the House Freedom Caucus. It will 
undoubtedly play an important 
role in the future of the state GOP 
as social and economic conserva-
tives tussle for control.

Mecklenburg County

Mecklenburg, home to Charlotte, 
is the largest county in the state 
with more than 1 million residents. 
I have omitted Wake, second 
only to Mecklenburg by about 
30,000. That’s mainly because 
Mecklenburg’s African-American 
population is much larger. Demo-
crats must extend their margins of 
victory here if they are to win state-
wide, and turnout is crucial. It’s 
consistently about eight percent-
age points lower than Wake — this 
was so even with Barack Obama 
on the ballot. Elevating Mecklen-
burg’s turnout to Wake’s levels is 
probably worth about 50,000 votes 
to Democrats. As we have seen over 
the past several election cycles, 
that can make the difference in our 
purple state. In 2016, it might well 
have given them two additional 
seats on the Council of State.

Andy Taylor is a professor of political 
science at the School of International 
and Public Affairs at N.C. State 
University. He does not speak for the 
university.
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A proposed consti-
tutional amendment 
would give the legisla-
ture appointment pow-
ers over state boards 
and commissions, shift-
ing that power away 
from the governor. 
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REPUBLICAN REP. TED BUDD

DEMOCRAT KATHY MANNING

LIBERTARIAN TOM BAILEY

GREEN PARTY ROBERT CORRIHER

UNDECIDED

REPUBLICAN MARK HARRIS

DEMOCRAT DAN MCCREADY

LIBERTARIAN JEFF SCOTT

UNDECIDED

If the election for U.S. House of Representatives 
was today, who would you vote for?

This poll surveyed 543 likely voters from the N.C. 9th Congressional District July 5-8 
by landline or cell phone. The margin of error is plus or minus 4.6 percent.

POLLS

rules, and often imposing criminal 
penalties? Instead of worrying 
about who makes the appoint-
ments, we should ask whether we 
even need the boards and commis-
sions? 

Another constitutional amend-
ment would cap the personal in-
come tax rate at 7 percent, down 
from the current 10 percent. The 
rate falls to 5.25 percent in 2019, 
but I think lawmakers missed 
the point. If the goal is to re-
strain government overreach, it’s 
better to cap spending. Without 
restraint on government growth, 
a cap on one taxing mechanism 
puts pressure on other taxing 
options. Cap the personal income 
rate and, when the big spenders 
are back in charge, they’ll raise 
the sales tax or corporate tax or 
property tax or invent new ways 
to tax. Cap spending, and elim-
inate the need to scramble for 
additional revenue.

The General Assembly has 
made lots of changes to election 
laws — partisan labels for judicial 
candidates, expanded early voting 
hours, rearranged Boards of Elec-

tions, and new judicial districts. 
Democrats accused Republicans of 
making change for their benefit. 
After 140 years of Democrats 
having the power and structuring 
election laws to their advantage, 
any changes from Republicans 
would be to their benefit. Repub-
licans would be wise to remember 
the pendulum will swing back, and 
they would be wise to structure 
any changes to make elections fair, 
accessible and equitable, and not 
to garner advantage for the party 
in charge.  

Budgets passed as conference 
reports, hastily called special 
sessions, and behind-closed-doors 
decisions aren’t good government. 
Transparency, a fair process, and 
open government matter. More de-
bate and thoughtful consideration 
on a wide array of viewpoints 
result in better outcomes. This is 
true in legislative committees, on 
the floor of the General Assembly, 
throughout the governor’s admin-
istration, and within city council 
and county commission meetings. 

Lawmakers will probably be 
back a few times between now and 
Nov. 27, the next scheduled date 
for the 2017-18 General Assembly 
to convene. 

Let’s keep talking. Before you 
know it, it will be Jan. 9 and time 
to start over.

continued from PAGE 23

LESSONSCivitas Institute on N.C. congressional 
candidates and tax reform

N.C. 9TH CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT 

If the election for U.S. House of Representatives 
was today, who would you vote for?

N.C. 13TH CONGRESSIONAL DISTRICT 

Do you support or oppose the federal tax reform 
law passed in December?

Do you support or oppose the federal tax reform 
law passed in December?
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This poll surveyed 537 likely voters from North Carolina’s 13th Congressional District 
between July 12-16 by landline or cell phone. The margin of error is plus or minus 4.7 
percent.
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