Black Should Resign As Speaker
                                                                       By Rep. John M. Blust – March 31, 2006
Speaker Black should give up his post on the basis of the facts which have come to light so far.  Black’s continuation as Speaker will inevitably lead to even greater damage to the institution than it has already suffered.

In February, Speaker Black admitted in sworn testimony before the North Carolina State Board of Elections that he had personally filled in the payee lines of some sequentially-numbered checks with the payee lines and dates left blank, which he had received from several of his fellow optometrists. When I heard the optometrists testify before Black did, I had expected Black to deny any knowledge of this scheme.  I was stunned when he defended this practice and I believe the Board of Elections is correct in asserting that this type arrangement is illegal. 

Further hearings by the Board of Elections in March revealed that Speaker Black gathered checks from special interest groups made out to the campaigns of two Republican members of the House, Mike Decker and Steve Wood.  These special interest groups clearly thought they could obtain a favorable legislative outcome by giving large amounts of campaign cash to black and his designees.  Black was wooing Decker and Wood to support him for re-election as Speaker, notwithstanding that Republicans had captured a 61-59 majority in the 2002 elections and both Decker and Wood represented overwhelmingly Republican districts whose citizens would be outraged by such blatantly self-serving, back-room maneuverings.

Black’s collection of sizeable amounts of checks for Decker and Wood before the House vote for Speaker in the 2003 session clearly indicates that this money was being used as an inducement to both men to essentially go back on their word to the voters who elected them.  When Decker followed through on his deal, he was delivered the checks that Black had collected.  When Wood did not follow through, Wood did not get the checks made out to his campaign that Black had collected.   How can this arrangement be interpreted as anything other than a quid pro quo for another legislator’s vote? 
Even though one should be presumed innocent as far as criminality is concerned, surely the bar for acceptable behavior by the highest-ranking officer of the North Carolina House is far higher than criminality. A much higher standard applies.  The correct standard is whether one’s conduct brings credit or discredit on the office of Speaker and on the institution of the North Carolina House.  Clearly, the actions of Speaker Black have diminished the institution in the eyes of most North Carolinians.  Most North Carolinians now wonder whether political contributions purchased legislative outcomes for contributors.  
Perhaps the worst development was news this week of Speaker Black starting a legal defense fund.  This fund will not have to divulge its contributors or its expenditures.  This fund represents a new vehicle for special interests to possibly curry favor with Speaker Black with unlimited and anonymous contributions to the fund.  This goes beyond political contributions, which have to be reported, and are limited in amount by law. 
 In addition, the legal fees incurred by speaker Black are personal liabilities.  The legal defense fund makes it possible for special interests to give in order to personally benefit Speaker Black.  If Black stays on as Speaker during the upcoming short session, it will cast a pall on everything the House does. Even if no special interests contribute to the fund or if they get nothing in return if they do contribute – no one will know for sure.  This appearance of possible impropriety will be even more damaging to an institution that has already been severely damaged.

Every member of the House takes an oath of office to protect, defend and preserve the Constitution.  The House is a constitutional body.  All of us in the House have a responsibility to uphold our oaths that transcends politics, party, or ideology.  We must protect the institution that is the North Carolina House of Representatives.  Are there really members of the House who believe that it is proper for a Speaker of the House to collect blank checks or checks made out to other members and ultimately forward this type money as a reward system for members doing what the Speaker wants them to do?  Is the “pay to play” regimen we have witnessed for those who wish to influence legislation really acceptable to members of the House?
It has been alleged by a few Black supporters that the facts that we know so far represents nothing more than business as usual.  “Business as usual” doesn’t make it right, and it is incumbent upon members of the House to take steps when the legislature goes back into session to make sure that we end this “business as usual.”  We must enact critical reforms to the way the legislature operates.  Pay-to-play is unacceptable.

It is ludicrous to assert that this is some sort of political vendetta by Black’s foes. Are those making that inane charge really asserting that the thirty-one newspapers which have called for Black to resign as Speaker are in the pocket of Republicans?  There was no Republican who held Black’s arm and made him fill in blank checks.  Those Republicans who made deals with Speaker Black to obtain benefits for themselves were dealt with by Republican primary voters.      
Speaker Black has not been alone in taking advantage of “pay to play” to raise money.   The main Republican partner of Black, Speaker Pro Tem Richard Morgan, has himself been part of the pay-to-play regimen and should resign also.  For example, a 527 committee which Morgan controlled received $100,000 from S&M Brands in June of 2004, when Morgan, Black’s co-Speaker at the time, quietly killed a bill that S&M Brands wanted killed.  Morgan and his closest supporters have been part of a Republican-Democrat coalition which has controlled the House since early February 2003, so Black is not the only party at fault here.  It is clearly a power thing.   

I hope that all members of the House will join me in supporting the needed reforms that will put an end to “pay to play” and restore the North Carolina House to the position of trust it must occupy in order for the people to respect the laws it passes. 

