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including “two senior people communicating.” The Somali 
agents “realized it was an important man” and informed the 
CIA in Mogadishu. The men’s bodies were taken to the NSA. 
The Americans took DNA samples and fingerprints and flew 
them to Nairobi for processing. 

Within hours, the United States confirmed that Robinson was 
in fact Fazul Abdullah Mohammed, a top leader of Al Qaeda in 
East Africa and its chief liaison with the Shabab. Fazul, a twenty-
year veteran of Al Qaeda, had been indicted by the United States 
for his alleged role in the 1998 US Embassy bombings and was 
on the FBI’s “Most Wanted Terrorists” list. A JSOC attempt to 
kill him in a January 2007 airstrike resulted in the deaths of at 
least seventy nomads in rural Somalia, and he had been under-
ground ever since. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton called 
Fazul’s death “a significant blow to Al Qaeda, its extremist allies 
and its operations in East Africa. It is a just end for a terrorist who 
brought so much death and pain to so many innocents.” 

At its facilities in Mogadishu, the CIA and its Somali NSA 
agents continue to pore over the materials recovered from 
Fazul’s car, which served as a mobile headquarters. Some deleted 
and encrypted files were recovered and decoded by US agents. 
The senior Somali intelligence official said that the intelligence 
may prove more valuable on a tactical level than the cache found 
in Osama bin Laden’s house in Pakistan, especially in light of 
the increasing US focus on East Africa. The Americans, he said, 
were “unbelievably grateful”; he hopes it means they will take 
Somalia’s forces more seriously and provide more support. 

But the United States continues to wage its campaign against 
the Shabab primarily by funding the AMISOM forces, which are 
not conducting their mission with anything resembling surgical 
precision. Instead, over the past several months the AMISOM 
forces in Mogadishu have waged a merciless campaign of indis-
criminate shelling of Shabab areas, some of which are heavily 
populated by civilians. While AMISOM regularly puts out press 
releases boasting of gains against the Shabab and the retaking of 
territory, the reality paints a far more complicated picture. 

Throughout the areas AMISOM has retaken is a honeycomb 
of underground tunnels once used by Shabab fighters to move 
from building to building. By some accounts, the tunnels stretch 
continuously for miles. Leftover food, blankets and ammo 
cartridges lay scattered near “pop-up” positions once used by 
Shabab snipers and guarded by sandbags—all that remain of 
guerrilla warfare positions. Not only have the Shabab fighters 
been cleared from the aboveground areas; the civilians that once 
resided there have been cleared too. On several occasions in late 
June, AMISOM forces fired artillery from their airport base 
at the Bakaara market, where whole neighborhoods are totally 
abandoned. Houses lie in ruins and animals wander aimlessly, 
chewing trash. In some areas, bodies have been hastily buried in 
trenches with dirt barely masking the remains. On the side of the 
road in one former Shabab neighborhood, a decapitated corpse 
lay just meters from a new government checkpoint. 

In late June the Pentagon approved plans to send $45 million 
worth of military equipment to Uganda and Burundi, the two 
major forces in the AMISOM operation. Among the new items 
are four small Raven surveillance drones, night-vision and com-
munications equipment and other surveillance gear, all of which 
augur a more targeted campaign. Combined with the attempt to 
build an indigenous counterterrorism force at the Somali NSA, a 
new US counterterrorism strategy is emerging. 

But according to the senior Somali intelligence official, who 
works directly with the US agents, the CIA-led program in 
Mogadishu has brought few tangible gains. “So far what we have 
not seen is the results in terms of the capacity of the [Somali] 
agency,” says the official. He conceded that neither US nor 
Somali forces have been able to conduct a single successful tar-
geted mission in the Shabab’s areas in the capital. In late 2010, 
according to the official, US-trained Somali agents conducted 
an operation in a Shabab area that failed terribly and resulted in 
several of them being killed. “There was an attempt, but it was a 
haphazard one,” he recalls. They have not tried another targeted 
operation in Shabab-controlled territory since. n

“N
ever has the time been so right,” Louisiana State 
Representative Noble Ellington told conserva-
tive legislators gathered in Washington to plan 
the radical remaking of policies in the states. It 
was one month after the 2010 midterm elections. 

Republicans had grabbed 680 legislative seats and secured a 
power trifecta—control of both legislative chambers and the 
governorship—in twenty-one states. Ellington was speaking for 
hundreds of attendees at a “States and Nation Policy Summit,” 
featuring GOP stars like Texas Governor Rick Perry, former 
House Speaker Newt Gingrich and House Majority Leader 
Eric Cantor. Convened by the American Legislative Exchange 

Council (ALEC)—“the nation’s largest, non-partisan, individual 
public-private membership association of state legislators,” as 
the spin-savvy group describes itself—the meeting did not 
intend to draw up an agenda for the upcoming legislative ses-
sion. That had already been done by ALEC’s elite task forces of 
lawmakers and corporate representatives. The new legislators 
were there to grab their weapons: carefully crafted model bills 
seeking to impose a one-size-fits-all agenda on the states.

Founded in 1973 by Paul Weyrich and other conservative 
activists frustrated by recent electoral setbacks, ALEC is a critical 
arm of the right-wing network of policy shops that, with infu-
sions of corporate cash, has evolved to shape American politics. 

alec exposed
A trove of documents reveals the vast procorporate strategy of this powerful right-wing group. 
by JOhN NichOlS
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Business Domination inc.
by JOel rOGerS and laUra DreSSer

I
n the world according to ALEC, competing firms in free mar-
kets are the only real source of social efficiency and wealth. 
Government contributes nothing but security. Outside of this 
function, it should be demonized, starved or privatized. Any 
force in civil society, especially labor, that contests the right 

of business to grab all social surplus for itself, and to treat people 
like roadkill and the earth like a sewer, should be crushed.

This view of the world dominated the legislative sessions that 
began in January. GOP leaders, fresh from their blowout victory 
in November, pushed a consistent message—“We’re broke”; 
“Public sector workers are to blame”; “If we tax the rich we’ll face 
economic extinction”—and deployed legislative tools inspired by 
ALEC to enact their vision. They faced pushback, but they also 
made great progress—and will be back again soon.

Let’s examine what happened in three critical economic areas:

Inspired by Milton Friedman’s call for conservatives to “develop 
alternatives to existing policies [and] keep them alive and avail-
able,” ALEC’s model legislation reflects long-term goals: down-
sizing government, removing regulations on corporations and 
making it harder to hold the economically and politically pow-
erful to account. Corporate donors retain veto power over the 
language, which is developed by the secretive task forces. The 
task forces cover issues from education to health policy. ALEC’s 
priorities for the 2011 session included bills to privatize educa-
tion, break unions, deregulate major industries, pass voter ID 
laws and more. In states across the country they succeeded, with 
stacks of new laws signed by GOP governors like Ohio’s John 
Kasich and Wisconsin’s Scott Walker, both ALEC alums.

The details of ALEC’s model bills have been available only 
to the group’s 2,000 legislative and 300 corporate members. But 
thanks to a leak to Aliya Rahman, an Ohio-based  activist who 
helped organize protests at ALEC’s Spring Task Force meeting 
in Cincinnati, The Nation has obtained more than 800 documents 
representing decades of model legislation. Teaming up with 
the Center for Media and Democracy, The Nation asked policy 
experts to analyze this never-before-seen archive.

The articles that follow are the first products of that exami-
nation. They provide an inside view of the priorities of ALEC’s 
corporate board and billionaire benefactors (including Tea Party 
funders Charles and David Koch). “Dozens of corporations are 
investing millions of dollars a year to write business-friendly 
legislation that is being made into law in statehouses coast to 
coast, with no regard for the public interest,” says Bob Edgar of 
Common Cause. “This is proof positive of the depth and scope 
of the corporate reach into our democratic processes.” The 
full archive of ALEC documents is available at a new website, 
alecexposed.org, thanks to the Center for Media and Democracy, 
which has provided powerful tools for progressives to turn this 
knowledge into power. The data tell us that the time has come to 
refocus on the battle to loosen the grip of corporate America and 
renew democracy in the states. n “Imagine what might have happened 

to Roman Catholicism if, in the course of the 
eighteenth century, the pro-Enlightenment clerics at the 
Sorbonne had escaped censure and come to dominate the 
Church’s thinking. Burson does a superb job in reminding 
us about contingency, about the path that might have been 
taken, and might thereby have avoided the Church’s ongoing 
quarrel with modernity.” 

—Margaret C. JaCob, 
University of California, 

los angeles

The Rise and Fall oF 

Theological 
enlightenment

Jean-Martin de Prades and Ideological 
Polarization in Eighteenth-Century France

by Jeffrey D. Burson
Foreword by Dale Van Kley

ISBN 978-0-268-02220-4
$55.00 cloth • 520 pages

UNIverSIty of Notre Dame PreSS
At bookstores • undpress.nd.edu • Tel: 800 / 621-2736

Je
ffr

e
y 

D
. 

B
u

rs
o

n



The Nation. 19August 1/8, 2011 

revenue
ALEC has long sought to limit the ability of states to raise 

or collect taxes or fees. Before this spring, it had already suc-
ceeded in getting more than thirty to adopt such limits, often 
hard-wired into their constitutions or requiring supermajorities 
to change. Its varied model legislation to this end includes the 
Capital Gains Tax Elimination Act, Use Tax Elimination Act, 
Super Majority Act, Taxpayer Protection Act and Automatic 
Income Tax Rate Adjustment Act. Its model resolutions oppose 
such things as mandatory unitary combined reporting (the chief 
way states get corporations to pay any taxes at all) while sup-
porting such things as the federal flat tax and efforts to extend 
the Bush tax cuts permanently. The Automatic Income Tax Rate 
Adjustment Act, for example, “provides for a biennial reduction 
in the state adjusted gross income tax rate on residents, non-
residents, and corporations if year-over-year revenue…exceeds 
certain amounts,” in effect ensuring no increase in state rev-
enue, even during periods of growth, while keeping tax cuts on 
the table. The Taxpayer Protection Act “prohibits the revenue 
department of a state from basing any employee’s compensa-
tion, promotion or evaluation on collections or assessments,” 
otherwise known as doing their job.

This past session, ALEC members, drawing heavily from the 
list above, introduced 500 bills to “starve the beast.” But their 
greatest victory was the most obvious one. Faced with shortfalls 
in state revenues from the economic crisis, states almost univer-
sally and overwhelmingly chose cuts to public employment or 
services over progressive tax increases as a solution.

Privatization
Privatization is so central to ALEC’s agenda that it has 

built a fake board game, Publicopoly, on its website, where 
the curious can find model legislation and other resources 
on privatizing basically everything, from transportation 
(Competitive Contracting of the Department of Motor 
Vehicles Act) to the environment (Environmental Services 
Public-Private Partnership Act). Critical to ALEC’s agenda 
are the foundational bills that set up the rationale for 
privatizing government services: the Public-Private Fair 
Competition Act creates a committee to review “whether 
state agencies unfairly compete with the private sector,” and 
the Competitive Contracting of Public Services Act requires 
“make or buy” decisions to encourage privatization. The hall-
mark of ALEC’s model privatization legislation, the Council 
on Efficient Government Act, creates “a council on efficient 
government to leverage resources and contract with private 
sector vendors if those vendors can more effectively and effi-
ciently provide goods and services and reduce the cost of gov-
ernment.” These councils typically include representatives 
from the private sector, who then decide to let their business 
colleagues bid for public sector work.

In the past few years, with at least three additions this ses-
sion alone, legislation establishing a state Council on Efficient 
Government has been introduced in Virginia, Maryland, 
Arizona, Kansas, Oregon, Illinois and South Carolina. In each 
case, the concepts in the bill mirror the ALEC proposal. In 
some cases—South Carolina, Arizona and Illinois—the state 

bills read as copies of ALEC’s model legislation. Virginia’s, 
Oregon’s, Maryland’s and Kansas’ bills, to varying degrees, 
contain language directly from ALEC’s model.

Unions
The fiercest attacks this session were reserved for public sec-

tor unions, especially in the once labor-friendly Midwest states 
of Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania and Wisconsin that went deep 
red in November. ALEC has a sweeping range of model anti-
union laws, the broad aim of which is to make it harder to be 
a union and easier for workers not to pay the costs of collective 
bargaining or union political activity. The Right to Work Act 
eliminates employee obligation to pay the costs of collective 
bargaining; the Public Employee Freedom Act bars almost any 
action to induce it; the Public Employer Payroll Deduction Act 
bars automatic dues collection; the Voluntary Contribution Act 
bars the use of dues for political activity.

This spring, GOP governors or legislatures introduced at 
least 500 of these and other ALEC-inspired antilabor laws, 
including laws to restrict the scope of collective bargaining; to 
limit or eliminate “project labor agreements” and state “prevail-
ing wage” requirements; and to pre-empt local living wage or 
other labor standards. Just keeping track of all the antiunion 
legislation was often daunting. In Michigan, the AFL-CIO was 
dealing with more than fifty laws aimed at its demise.

In some states, the results have been lethal. In Wisconsin, the 
first state to legalize public sector union bargaining, public sector 
unions (excluding police and firefighters) were reduced to near 
irrelevance. The law limits collective bargaining to wages only (no 
bargaining over benefits, safety or work conditions) and forbids 
those to be increased faster than inflation. To continue to exist, 
unions must annually win recertification elections with more than 
50 percent of the vote of all workers in their bargaining unit—a 
threshold requirement that is unheard of. Ohio also passed a law 

A detail from the alecexposed.org database  
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any state that passed it the freedom to set up such a system. By 
declaring that Congressional attempts to regulate health insur-
ance at the federal level would be unconstitutional, it would 
effectively ban not only a federal single-payer proposal but also 
a federally created health insurance exchange and a federally 
operated public insurance option. ALEC has boasted that some 
 forty-four states have introduced its Freedom of Choice in 
Health Care Act (which itself would not withstand a constitu-
tional challenge). What it hasn’t acknowledged is that attempts 
to pass healthcare-nullification bills have failed in at least 
twenty-five states. Only eight states have passed the act so far. 

Reviewing ALEC’s healthcare-related bills and resolutions 
from the past few years makes it clear that insurers realized early 
on that the best way to block the profit-threatening provisions 
of any federal reform would be to attack them at the state level 
through ALEC. With Democrats in control of both houses of 
Congress and the White House in 2009, insurers assumed some 
kind of healthcare reform was inevitable, so they adopted a strat-
egy to shape rather than stop reform. Its top five goals became:

§ Keeping single-payer proposals off the table;
§ Ensuring that the final bill contain a clause requiring all 

Americans not eligible for an existing federal program to buy 
coverage from a private insurance company;

§ Preventing the new law from establishing a government-
run plan (the “public option”) that would compete with pri-
vate insurers;

§ Making sure that the reform law is implemented primarily 
at the state level, to keep the federal government from assum-
ing any significant new oversight of private insurers’ business 
practices; and

§ Keeping any new regulations and consumer protections to 
a minimum.

Insurers achieved their first four goals, with ALEC playing a 
key role in a well-coordinated effort to keep the most progressive 
proposals from being enacted at the state or federal level. Where 
it fell short was in blocking provisions of the law that will impose 
more rigorous oversight of insurance companies’ business prac-
tices. After Obama signed the bill into law, the industry turned 
its attention to influencing how the new regulations would be 
written (by the NAIC and federal bureaucrats) and how the law 
would be implemented in the states.

As its archive reveals, ALEC has been at work for more than a 
decade on what amounts to a comprehensive wish list for insur-
ers: from turning over the Medicare and Medicaid programs to 
them—assuring them a vast new stream of revenue—to letting 
insurers continue marketing substandard yet highly profitable 
policies while giving them protection from litigation. Republican 
lawmakers continue to promote model bills from the 1990s. 
Some of the most far-reaching and industry-favorable measures 
adopted by ALEC over the years:

§ The Resolution Urging Congress to Create Private 
Financing of the Medicare Program, initially adopted in 1998, 
calls on Congress to privatize Medicare by permitting the 
creation of Individual Medical Accounts, similar to Health 
Savings Accounts that accompany high-deductible health plans 
and that have become attractive tax shelters for well-to-do 
Americans. Individual Medical Accounts, along with vouchers, 

Sabotaging healthcare
by WeNDell POTTer

D
ays after President Obama signed the Affordable Care 
Act into law, I arrived at the spring 2010 meeting of 
the National Association of Insurance Commissioners 
(NAIC) in Denver, where a fellow consumer representa-
tive introduced me to one of the hundreds of industry 

lobbyists swarming the convention center. “She’s somebody 
we can work with,” he said, clearly convinced that she would 
deal with us in good faith, even if we might disagree on certain 
policy issues. Over the next several months, other consumer reps 
agreed that she really did seem to want to do what was right 
for patients, even if the organization that paid her salary often 
seemed to care more about profits than people. 

I was skeptical. I knew from my two decades as an insurance 
company executive that the industry often conducts duplicitous 
charm offensives, assuring the public that insurers support 
consumer- focused reform while executives work surreptitiously 
to block any reform that might curtail profits. So I was not 
shocked when I found out that Joan Gardner, executive director 
of state services for the Blue Cross and Blue Shield Association’s 
Office of Policy and Representation, had been keeping some-
thing important from us. As a leading member of ALEC’s 
Health and Human Services Task Force, she’d been helping 
write legislation designed to ensure that any healthcare reform 
implemented at the state level would benefit insurance compa-
nies far more than their policyholders. She was also leading an 
effort to recruit more dues-paying members to ALEC. 

I learned of Gardner’s clandestine work when a reform advo-
cate alerted me to a story about a resolution her ALEC commit-
tee had drafted in 2008 to forbid “government-mandated health 
care.” Apparently fearful that a bill would reach Obama’s desk 
that would allow states to establish single-payer systems, ALEC 
crafted the Freedom of Choice in Health Care Act, which, 
despite its Orwellian name, was written to deny the citizens of 

limiting public sector bargaining rights (including for police and 
firefighters) and permitting members to opt out of paying dues.

There were limits to this stampede. “Paycheck protection,” 
introduced in fifteen states, passed only in Alabama and Arizona. 
“Right to work,” introduced in eighteen states, hasn’t advanced 
significantly anywhere. (Tennessee reaffirmed a pre-existing right 
to work, and in New Hampshire the governor’s veto is holding 
it back.) But damage has been done. It may be that unions and 
other progressive organizations, moved by the carnage, will work 
together and with the public to build a mass movement to reverse 
it. Certainly, many people are trying to do that now. Whatever 
their success, we can be sure that ALEC will fight them fiercely 
in the states, while pressing forward with its own project: the 
complete business domination of American public life. n

Joel Rogers, a Nation contributing editor, teaches at the University of 
Wisconsin, where he directs the Center on Wisconsin Strategy. Laura Dresser 
is the center’s associate director.
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are a feature of Representative Paul Ryan’s federal proposal to 
privatize Medicare.

§ The Resolution on Medicaid Funding Through a Federal 
Block Grant, adopted in 2008, urges Congress to replace the 
current financing mechanism for Medicaid with block grants, as 
Ryan proposes. In another proposal to privatize the program, the 

Access to Medicaid Act, beneficiaries would receive vouchers to 
buy insurance policies in the private market. 

§ The Health Care Choice Act for States, adopted in 2007, 
would permit the sale of individual health insurance policies 
across state lines, which would not be subject to the mandated 
benefits required by in-state policies. The effect would be to 

H
undreds of ALEC’s model bills and resolutions bear 
traces of Koch DNA: raw ideas that were once at the 
fringes but that have been carved into “mainstream” 
policy through the wealth and will of Charles and 
David Koch. Of all the Kochs’ investments in right-

wing organizations, ALEC provides some of the best returns: 
it gives the Kochs a way to make their brand of free-market 
fundamentalism legally binding.

No one knows how much the Kochs have given ALEC 
in total, but the amount likely exceeds $1 million—not 
including a half-million loaned to ALEC when the group 
was floundering. ALEC gave the Kochs its Adam Smith 
Free Enterprise Award, and Koch Industries has been one 
of the select members of ALEC’s corporate board for almost 
twenty years. The company’s top lobbyist was once ALEC’s 
chairman. As a result, the Kochs have shaped legislation 
touching every state in the country. Like ideological venture 
capitalists, the Kochs have used ALEC as a way to invest in 
radical ideas and fertilize them with tons of cash. 

Take environmental protections. The Kochs have a pen-
chant for paying their way out of serious violations and com-
ing out ahead. Helped by Koch Industries’ lobbying efforts, 
one of the first measures George W. Bush signed into law as 
governor of Texas was an ALEC model bill giving corpora-
tions immunity from penalties if they tell regulators about 
their own violation of environmental rules. Dozens of other 
ALEC bills would limit environmental regulations or litiga-
tion in ways that would benefit Koch.

ALEC’s model legislation reflects parts of the Kochs’ 
agenda that have little to do with oil profits. Long before 
ALEC started pushing taxpayer-subsidized school vouchers, 
for example, the Koch fortune was already underwriting 
attacks on public education. David Koch helped inject the 
idea of privatizing public schools into the national debate as 
a candidate for vice president in 1980. A cornerstone of the 
Libertarian Party platform, which he bankrolled, was the 
call for “educational tax credits to encourage alternatives 
to public education,” a plan to the right of Ronald Reagan. 
Several pieces of ALEC’s model legislation echo this plan.

The Kochs’ mistrust of public education can be traced to 
their father, Fred, who ranted and raved that the National 
Education Association was a communist group and public-
school books were filled with “communist propaganda,” para-
noia that extended to all unions, President Eisenhower and 

the “pro-communist” Supreme Court. Such redbaiting might 
be ancient history if fifty years later David were not calling 
President Obama a “hard-core socialist” who is “scary.”  

The Kochs have not just multiplied the wealth of their 
dad; they’ve repackaged and amplified his worldview. David’s 
latest venture, Americans for Prosperity, subsidizes the Tea 
Party movement, which repeats this “socialist” smear. 
Charles is a member of the exclusive Mount Pelerin Society, 
inspired by Frederic von Hayek’s antisocialist polemic The 
Road to Serfdom. Through the Charles G. Koch Charitable 
Foundation, the Institute for Humane Studies administers 
the Hayek Fund for Scholars and sister programs to fund 
academics and staffers for like-minded groups across the 
country. “Charles G. Koch Fellows” and interns stock 
ALEC, and have gone on to direct ALEC task forces.

Another David Koch project, Citizens for a Sound 
Economy—which launched the effort to repeal Glass-Steagall 
protections keeping banks from gambling in securities—
helped fuel the fight for “free trade,” an unpopular policy in 
the 1980s. The North American Free Trade Agreement passed 
with help from CSE and its corporate allies. ALEC resolutions 
for state legislators have long supported such trade agreements 
in the face of local concerns about job losses, and today the 
Koch free-market fantasy is reflected in ALEC’s support for 
free trade pacts with Korea, Georgia, Colombia and other 
countries. On just about every issue taken on by Koch’s CSE, 
ALEC has provided legislative tools to carry them through to 
state legislatures, from privatizing “federal and state services 
and assets,” as CSE put it, to blocking common-sense caps on 
unlimited credit card interest rates.

ALEC and the Kochs often pursue parallel tracks. Just as 
ALEC “educates” legislators, Koch funding has helped “tutor” 
hundreds of judges with all-expenses-paid junkets at fancy 
resorts, where they learn about the “free market” impact of 
their rulings. But ALEC also operates like an arm of the Koch 
agenda, circulating bills that make their vision of the world 
concrete. For a mere $25,000 a year, Koch Industries sits as an 
“equal” board member with state legislators, influencing bills 
that serve as a wish list for its financial or ideological interests. 

It’s a pittance for the Kochs but far out of the reach of 
working Americans. Ordinary citizens rely on our elected 
representatives’ efforts to restore what’s left of the American 
Dream. But through ALEC, billionaire industrialists are 
purchasing a version that seems like a real nightmare for 
most Americans. n

The Koch connection 
by liSa GraVeS

Lisa Graves, executive director of the Center for Media and Democracy,  
is the publisher of ALEC Exposed, SourceWatch and PRWatch.  
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been passed by Arizona, Indiana and Oklahoma.
ALEC’s 2010 Report Card on American Education called on 

members and allies to “Transform the system, don’t tweak it,” 
likening the group’s current legislative strategy to a game of 
whack-a-mole: introduce so many pieces of model legislation 
that there is “no way the person with the mallet [teachers’ 
unions] can get them all.” ALEC’s agenda includes:

§ Introducing market factors into teaching, through bills like 
the National Teacher Certification Fairness Act.

§ Privatizing education through vouchers, charters and tax 
incentives, especially through the Parental Choice Scholarship 
Program Act and Special Needs Scholarship Program Act, 
whose many spinoffs encourage the creation of private schools 
for specific populations: children with autism, children in mili-
tary families, etc.

§ Increasing student testing and reporting, through more 
“accountability,” as seen in the Education Account ability Act, 
Longitudinal Student Growth Act, One-to-One Reading 
Improvement Act and the Resolution Supporting the Principles 
of No Child Left Behind.

§ Chipping away at local school districts and school boards, 
through its 2009 Innovation Schools and School Districts 
Act and more. Proposals like the Public School Financial 
Transparency Act and School Board Freedom to Contract Act 
would allow school districts to outsource auxiliary services.

ALEC is also invested in influencing the educational cur-
riculum. Its 2010 Founding Principles Act would require high 
school students to take “a semester-long course on the philo-
sophical understandings and the founders’ principles.”

Perhaps the Brookings Institute states the mission most 
clearly: “Taken seriously, choice is not a system-preserving 
reform. It is a revolutionary reform that introduces a new system 
of public education.”

ALEC’s real motivation for dismantling the public educa-
tion system is ideological—creating a system where schools do 
not provide for everyone—and profit-driven. The corporate 
members on its education task force include the Friedman 
Foundation, Goldwater Institute, Washington Policy Center, 
National Association of Charter School Authorizers and corpo-
rations providing education services, such as Sylvan Learning 
and the Connections Academy.

From Milton Friedman on, proponents of vouchers have 
argued that they foster competition and improve students’ learn-
ing. But years of research reveal this to be false. Today, students 
in Milwaukee’s public schools perform as well as or better than 
those in voucher schools. This is true even though voucher 
schools have advantages that in theory should make it easier to 
educate children: fewer students with disabilities; broader rights 
to select, reject and expel students; and parents who are engaged 
in their children’s education (at least enough to have actively 
moved them to the private system). Voucher schools clearly 
should outperform public schools, but they do not. Nor are 
they less expensive; often private costs are shifted to taxpayers; a 
local school district typically pays for transportation, additional 
education services and administrative expenses. In programs like 
Milwaukee’s, the actual cost drains funds from the public schools 
and creates additional charges to taxpayers. 

Starving Public Schools
by JUlie UNDerWOOD

P
ublic schools,” ALEC wrote in its 1985 Education Source 
Book, “meet all of the needs of all of the people without 
pleasing anyone.” A better system, the organization 
argued, would “foster educational freedom and quality” 
through various forms of privatization: vouchers, tax 

incentives for sending children to private schools and unregu-
lated private charter schools. Today ALEC calls this “choice”—
and vouchers “scholarships”—but it amounts to an ideological 
mission to defund and redesign public schools.

The first large-scale voucher program, the Milwaukee Parental 
Choice Program, was enacted in 1990 following the rubric 
ALEC provided in 1985. It was championed by then-Governor 
Tommy Thompson, an early ALEC member, who once said he 
“loved” ALEC meetings, “because I always found new ideas, and 
then I’d take them back to Wisconsin, disguise them a little bit, 
and declare [they were] mine.” 

ALEC’s most ambitious and strategic push toward privatiz-
ing education came in 2007, through a publication called School 
Choice and State Constitutions, which proposed a list of programs 
tailored to each state. That year Georgia passed a version of 
ALEC’s Special Needs Scholarship Program Act. Most disability 
organizations strongly oppose special education vouchers—and 
decades of evidence suggest that such students are better off 
receiving additional support in public schools. Nonetheless, 
Louisiana, Oklahoma, Florida, Utah and Indiana have passed 
versions of their own. Louisiana also passed a version of ALEC’s 
Parental Choice Scholarship Program Act (renaming it Student 
Scholarships for Educational Excellence), along with ALEC’s 
Family Education Tax Credit Program (renamed Tax Deductions 
for Tuition), which has also been passed by Arizona and Indiana. 
ALEC’s so-called Great Schools Tax Credit Program Act has 

make comprehensive policies significantly more expensive than 
they already are. (Wyoming was the first state to enact this model 
bill, in 2010, followed by Georgia and Maine this year.) 

§ The Non-Economic Damage Awards Act, adopted in 2002, 
would limit medical malpractice awards for damages like pain 
and suffering to $250,000, making such lawsuits infeasible. (Few 
lawyers would be willing to represent patients if the total award 
were limited to that amount because they probably would not 
be able to cover their costs.) Insurers and the American Medical 
Association have joined forces in lobbying for such tort reform.

In sum, ALEC’s model legislation would not only undermine 
the consumer protections in the Affordable Care Act; it would 
shred the social safety net for the most vulnerable among us: 
older, disabled and poorer Americans, and  those who become 
victims of a system that is supposed to heal, not harm. n

Wendell Potter, a former insurance industry executive, is a senior analyst at 
the Center for Public Integrity and a senior fellow at the Center for Media 
and Democracy. He is the author of Deadly Spin: An Insurance Company 
Insider Speaks Out on How Corporate PR Is Killing Health Care and 
Deceiving Americans. 
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was advanced to make it harder for “liberal” students to cast 
ballots, and that one state representative described as “directly 
attributable to ALEC.”

ALEC’s goal is to influence not just state politics but also 
the 2012 presidential race, to “give the electoral edge to their 
preferred candidates,” as Cristina Francisco McGuire of the 
Progressive States Network pointed out in March. “It’s no 
coincidence that they are waging the fiercest of these battles 
in states that are also the likeliest battleground states in 2012, 
where suppressing the youth vote could have a dramatic 
impact,” she wrote. The one class of voters that ALEC seeks to 
protect with resolutions and model legislation—overseas mili-
tary voters—happens to be likely to vote Republican.

Beyond barriers to voting, ALEC is also committed to build-
ing barriers to direct democracy. Horrified by the success of 
living-wage referendums and other projects that have allowed 
voters to enact protections for workers and regulations for 
businesses, ALEC’s corporate sponsors have pushed to toughen 
the rules for voter initiatives. “The legislative process should 
be the principal policy-making vehicle for developing state 
law,” declares one 2006 resolution, which specifically mentions 
concerns about state minimum wage laws, taxation and “the 
funding of other government programs and services.” ALEC’s 
Resolution to Reform the Ballot Initiatives Process recom-
mends making it harder to qualify referendum language and 
suggests that proposals on fiscal issues should require superma-
jorities to become law.

ALEC is also determined to ensure that citizens do not have 
the final say on who is elected president, an agenda outlined in 
such documents as its Resolution in Support of the Electoral 
College and its ardent opposition to the National Popular Vote 
project (which it has warned would “nationalize elections and 
unravel Federalism”). A related resolution encourages state 
legislatures to formally complain that an interstate compact 
to defer to the popular will “would allow a candidate with 
a plurality—however small—to become President.” While 
ALEC worries about the candidate with the most votes win-
ning, it has no problem with policies that increase the likeli-
hood that the candidate with the most money and corporate 
support will prevail. Its 2009 Resolution Supporting Citizen 
Involvement in Elections bluntly “opposes all efforts to limit 
[citizen] involvement by limiting campaign contributions.” A 
resolution approved last year expresses support for the Supreme 
Court’s Citizens United ruling. ALEC even opposes moves to 
give shareholders a say in the expenditure of corporate funds on 
campaigning. At the same time, ALEC urges legislators to fight 
the “federal takeover” of state election procedures, objecting in 
particular to universal standards for voting procedures.

Of course, ALEC is not opposed to uniformity in election 
procedures as such. It just wants the rules to be set by CEOs, 
 campaign donors and conservative legislators. Restricting 
voting and direct democracy while ensuring that corpora-
tions can spend freely on campaigning makes advancing the 
conservative agenda a whole lot easier. “Once they set the 
rules for elections and campaigns,” says Wisconsin State 
Representative Mark Pocan, a longtime ALEC critic, “ALEC 
will pretty much call the shots.” n

rigging elections 
by JOhN NichOlS

I
n the heat of Wisconsin’s brutal battle over Governor 
Scott Walker’s assaults on unions, local democracy, pub-
lic education and social services, one of his closest allies 
suddenly shifted direction. State Representative Robin 
Vos, Republican co-chair of the powerful Legislative Joint 

Finance Committee, determined that making it harder for col-
lege students, seniors and low-income citizens to vote was an 
immediate legislative priority, and pressed lawmakers to focus on 
enacting one of the most restrictive voter ID laws in the nation.

As ALEC’s chair for Wisconsin, Vos was doing what was 
expected of him. Enacting burdensome photo ID or proof 
of citizenship requirements has long been an ALEC priority. 
ALEC and its sponsors have an enduring mission to pass laws 
that would make it harder for millions of Americans to vote, 
impose barriers to direct democracy and let big money flow 
more freely into campaigns.

Republicans have argued for years that “voter fraud” (rather 
than unpopular policies) costs the party election victories. A key 
member of the Corporate Executive Committee for ALEC’s 
Public Safety and Elections Task Force is Sean Parnell, president 
of the Center for Competitive Politics, which began highlighting 
voter ID efforts in 2006, shortly after Karl Rove encouraged con-
servatives to take up voter fraud as an issue. Kansas Republican 
Kris Kobach, who along with ALEC itself helped draft Arizona’s 
anti- immigration law, has warned of “illegally registered aliens.” 
ALEC’s magazine, Inside ALEC, featured a cover story titled 
“Preventing Election Fraud” following Obama’s election. Shortly 
afterward, in the summer of 2009, the Public Safety and Elections 
Task Force adopted voter ID model legislation. And when mid-
term elections put Republicans in charge of both chambers of the 
legislature in twenty-six states (up from fifteen), GOP legislators 
began moving bills resembling ALEC’s model.

At least thirty-three states have introduced voter ID laws 
this year. In addition to Wisconsin, Alabama, Kansas, South 
Carolina and Tennessee have passed similar bills. Only a veto by 
Democratic Governor John Lynch prevented New Hampshire 
from enacting a law the Republican House speaker admitted 

But a deeper crisis emerges when we privatize education. As 
Benjamin Barber has argued, “public schools are not merely 
schools for the public, but schools of publicness: institutions 
where we learn what it means to be a public and start down the 
road toward common national and civic identity.” What hap-
pens to our democracy when we return to an educational system 
whose access is defined by corporate interests and divided by 
class, language, ability, race and religion? In a push to free-
market education, who pays in the end? n
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