JOE SINSHEIMER

418 Elm Street

Raleigh, NC 27601

919-833-4534 (w)

sinsheimer@bellsouth.net
December 4, 2006

Mr. Larry Leake, Chairman

Mr. Gary O. Bartlett, Executive Director

State Board of Elections

506 N. Harrington Street

Raleigh, NC 27601

Dear Gentlemen,

With this letter, I am formally requesting that the State Board use its statutory authority to investigate certain campaign contributions reported by the Thomas Wright Campaign Committee (hereafter the “Wright Committee”) during the first, second and third quarters of 2006. Specifically, I am asking the State Board to investigate whether the Wright Committee deliberately filed false, incomplete and or misleading campaign finance reports in an attempt to hide contributions from at least three controversial sources:  1) the developers of the proposed Hugo Neu landfill in Brunswick County, North Carolina;  2) lobbyists for Atlanta-based CompuCredit, Inc. a company specializing in payday and other sub-prime lending; and 3) the sub-prime consumer finance industry in general. 
Preliminary research reveals that Rep. Wright may have attempted to file false, misleading and incomplete campaign finance reports to 1) hide these contributions so that they would not become a campaign issue in either his 2006 primary or general election campaigns; and 2) guarantee his continuing legislative involvement in the proposed location of mega landfills in the state of North Carolina.

In addition, the Wright Committee may have attempted to bundle contributions from certified nurse anesthetists to circumvent the $4000 limit on contributions from political action committees during Rep. Thomas Wright’s May 2006 primary. Each of these allegations is detailed below. 
PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATION
Preliminary research indicates a series of problems with the campaign finance reports that Rep. Wright filed in the 1st, 2nd and 3rd quarters of 2006:
Problems with 1st Quarter 2006 Report

Failure to Report Individual Contributions on a Timely Basis
The Wright Committee failed to report at least sixteen (16) individual contributions it received in February or March 2006 on its 1st quarter filing with the State Board of Elections. These contributions totaled $4025. The 1st quarter report was supposed to cover all contributions received before April 15, 2006. The Wright Committee subsequently reported these contributions on its 2nd quarter filing which was signed and dated July 10, 2006 and then received by the State Board of Elections on July 11, 2006.  By filing these contributions late, the Wright Committee was able to avoid disclosure of the contributions before his May 2, 2006 primary election. 
Failure to Report Political Action Committees on a Timely Basis

The Wright Committee failed to report at least twenty-two (22) contributions from political action committees it received in February, March or April 2006 on its 1st quarter filing with the State Board of Elections. These contributions totaled $16,900. This report was supposed to cover all contributions received before April 15, 2006. The Wright Committee subsequently reported these contributions on its 2nd quarter filing which was signed and dated July 10, 2006 and then received by the State Board of Elections on July 11, 2006.  By filing these contributions late, the Wright Committee was able to avoid disclosure of the contributions before his May 2, 2006 primary election. 

Failure to Report Contributions from Consumer Finance Companies on a Timely Basis
One of the contributions that the Wright Committee failed to report in a timely fashion was a $250 contribution from C. D. Walters, a controversial consumer finance executive from Greenville, South Carolina. Another contribution that the Wright Committee failed to report in a timely fashion was a $500 contribution from the political action committee of HSBC, a leading consumer finance company. 
In March 2005, Rep. Wright was the primary (and only) sponsor of legislation to allow consumer finance companies to offer loans that could range from 54 percent to 123 percent, depending on the loan size and term. Walters publicly lobbied for the bill. (See “N.C. House committee divided on new consumer finance rules” by Gary Robertson, Associated Press 3/29/05). 
In July 2005, the House Finance Committee defeated a version of Rep. Wright’s bill, HB 621, by a 17-9 vote. Wright told reporters that he planned to bring back another version of the bill. “This is not dead,” he told the Wilmington Star News (See “Capital Ideas” by Mark Schreiner, Wilmington Star News, 8/1/05). 
Failure to Report Contribution From Law Firm Representing Landfill Developer on a Timely Basis
One of the contributions that the Wright Committee failed to report on a timely basis was a $500 contribution from the political action committee of the law firm Parker, Poe, Adams and Bernstein. This law firm currently is representing the Sims Group USA Corporation which has proposed the controversial Hugo Neu landfill in Navassa in northern Brunswick County. This landfill proposal was a major campaign issue in Rep. Wright’s 2006 primary campaign (for more contributions and additional background information related to this issue see pages 4-6 of this complaint):
Bundled Contributions from Nurse Anesthetists Help Wright Exceed $4000 Contribution Limit
On its 1st quarter report for 2006, the Wright Committee reports receiving thirty-seven (37) contributions from individuals listing their occupation as certified registered nurse anesthetists (CRNA) totaling $5,950. The Wright Committee reported no other contributions during this period. All of these contributions were reported as being received in February 2006. 
The Wright Committee previously had received a $2,000 contribution from the N.C. Association of Nurse Anesthetists PAC on November 16, 2005 which means he received a total of $7,950 from nurse anesthetists for his May 2006 primary election. While “bundling” contributions currently is legal under North Carolina state law, the SBOE might want to review whether bundling is legal when its sole purpose appears to be avoiding the $4000 contribution limit for political action committees. Rep. Wright, in his role as chair of the House Committee on Health, was instrumental in killing HB 503, legislation actively opposed by CRNA lobbyists during the 2005 legislative session. 

Problems With 2nd Quarter 2006 Report

Failure to Report Political Action Committee Contributions on a Timely Basis
The Wright Committee failed to at least report at least twenty-four (24) contributions from political action committees it received in April 2006 on its 2nd Quarter filing with the State Board of Elections. These contributions totaled $13,150. This report was supposed to cover all contributions received from April 16 through June 30, 2006. The Wright Committee subsequently reported these contributions on its 3rd Quarter Report with the State Board of Elections, which was signed and dated on October 31, 2006 and then received by the State Board of Elections on November 1, 2006. By failing to report these contributions on his 2cd Quarter Report and subsequently reporting them on his 3rd Quarter report, Rep. Wright effectively guaranteed that there would no press coverage of these contributions until after his November 2006 general election. 

Failure to Report Individual Contributions on a Timely Basis
The Wright Committee failed to at least report nineteen (19) individual contributions it received in April or May 2006 on its 2nd Quarter filing with the State Board of Elections. These contributions totaled $7600. This report was supposed to cover all contributions received from April 16 through June 30, 2006. The Wright Committee subsequently reported these contributions on its 3rd Quarter Report with the State Board of Elections which was signed and dated on October 31, 2006 and then received by the State Board of Elections on November 1, 2006. 
Efforts to Hide Contributions from Landfill Developer 
Included in the individual contributions that the Wright Committee failed to report on its 2cd quarter 2006 report were nine (9) contributions from executives at the Sims Group USA, the proposed developer of a controversial landfill in northern Brunswick County. In 2005, Rep. Wright was the sponsor of legislation allowing the town of Navassa to annex the Hugo Neu site (see “Hugo Neu has its backers, detractors,” Gareth McGrath, Wilmington Star News, May 8, 2005). 
The Wright Committee also failed to report contributions on its 2nd quarter report from two Sims Group lobbyists--Parker, Poe, Adams and Bernstein attorney John Butler and contract lobbyist Lu Ann Coe Perryman. The contributor information for the eleven (11) contributions linked to this landfill developer are detailed below:

John L. Neu 


5/06

$1000

Woodside, NY

Robert A. Kelman

5/06

$  500

New York, NY

William Schmiedel

5/06

$  500

Freehold, NJ

Joseph Payesko III

5/06

$  500

Yardville, NJ

David Dudowa (sp.?)

5/06

$  300

Little Egs. Harbor Twp, NJ

Scott A. Miller

5/06

$  500

Port Washington, NY

G. Barry Isaacs

5/06

$  300

Boonton Township, NJ

R. Clark Perry


4/06

$  350
Verona, NJ

F.W. Cornell


4/06

$  250

Freehold, NJ

John Butler


4/06

$  200

Raleigh, NC 

Lu Ann Coe Perryman
4/06

$  250

Lexington, NC

By failing to report these eleven (11) contributions on his 2nd Quarter Report and subsequently reporting them on his 3rd Quarter report, Rep. Wright effectively guaranteed that there would no press coverage of these contributions until after his November 2006 general election. In addition, the Wright Committee failed to identify the employer information for any of these contributions, despite a state law that requires the committee to employ its “best efforts” to identify the contributors’ occupation and employer.
North Carolina’s election laws depend on the transparency of North Carolina political campaigns to reveal who is funding campaigns and potentially influencing legislation. Complete and accurate disclosure of a contributor’s employer and occupational history is a vital part of that transparency. Given the intense media coverage of the Hugo Neu landfill proposal—and the resulting decision by the North Carolina General Assembly to impose a 12-month moratorium on new mega landfill applications in the state (including Hugo Neu), it is simply not believable that Rep. Wrights and/or his campaign treasurer could not identify these contributors especially considering the fact that the proposed landfill is partially named after one of the donors (John Neu). 

The Hugo Neu landfill proposal has been the subject of intense media scrutiny over the last 18 months. For example, the Wilmington Star News, has published at least sixteen (16) articles on the proposal landfill all of which include at least one reference to Rep. Wright’s role in the policy fight over the facility:

“Hugo Neu has its backers, detractors” (Star News 5/8/05)

“Hugo Neu Bill: Region’s lawmakers split on proposal” (Star News 6/8/05)
“If Soles is serious, he might help” (Star News 7/4/05)

“Hugo Neu bill not ‘germane,’ may be stalled in the House” (Star News 8/1/05)

“A Neu reason to worry” (Star News 8/28/05)

“It sure looks like he’s for it” (Star News 4/21/06)

“State House candidates face off; Democrats answer questions after GOP commissioner candidates address forum” (Star News 4/20/06)

“Better Representation in N.C. House” (Star News 4/28/06)

“Wright Beats Padgett; Fairley leads” (Star News 5/3/06)
“Soles starts new effort to block Hugo Neu” (Star News 5/11/06)
“Another chance to stop Fluffmore” (Star News 514/06)

“Stance on Hugo Neu as stable as pile of fluff” (Star News 5/16/06)

“Will they use their power for good?” (Star News 6/11/06)

“Is Hugo Neu proposal controversial? Yes, it matters” (Star News 6/15/06)
“Bill would put moratorium on landfills” (Star News 7/27/06)

“Wright, Roberts square off again” (Star News 10/23/06)

The Hugo Neu landfill was opposed by Democratic State Senator R.C. Soles, Republican State Rep. Bonner Stiller, as well as Rep. Wright’s May 2006 Democratic primary opponent Laura Padgett. In the days before his competitive primary election, Rep. Wright apparently refused to take a public position on the project. Here is how the Wilmington Star News described Wright’s actions in an April 21, 2006 editorial titled: “It sure looks like he’s for it”:
“Repeatedly pressed at a Wednesday candidates’ forum about his position on the Hugo Neu landfill proposed for Brunswick County, state Rep. Thomas Wright refused to say whether he was for it or against it. If his actions mean anything, he’s for it. Or at least not against it. The legislative maneuvering has been complicated and confusing, but Wright has taken actions to make the landfill possible and declined to take actions to block it.” 

It is clear that Rep. Wright had a strong motivation to delay and/or hide the contributions he had received from the Hugo Neu executives. He was the only Wilmington-area member of the General Assembly to support the Hugo Neu facility. In fact, after the legislature passed a 12-month moratorium on new landfills at the close of the 2006 legislative session, Rep. Wright also knew that public disclosure of his Hugo Neu contributions would have made it politically difficult for him to serve on either of two committees authorized to study the controversial mega landfill issue. In October 2006, before Wright’s contributions from Hugo Neu were publicly disclosed, House Speaker Jim Black appointed Rep. Wright to a committee charged to study the economic and environmental impacts of landfills across North Carolina. 
Contributions from Payday Loan Lobbyists
Included in the individual contributions that the Wright Committee failed to report on its 2nd quarter 2006 report was a $250 contribution from William Buford III, a registered lobbyist for Atlanta-based CompuCredit, one of the nation’s largest payday loan operators. The Wright Committee also failed to report a $500 contribution from Jerry Lee Robinson who is listed as the President of CompuCredit on the lobbyist registration section of the website for the North Carolina Secretary of State. Once again, the Wright Committee failed to identify the occupation and employer information for these donors when it did eventually disclose the contributions on its 3rd quarter filing. In May 2006, Wright became a co-sponsor of HB 2836, legislation to allow lenders like CompuCredit to exceed the state’s statutory interest rate cap of 36% on certain short-term loans. The bill’s sponsor, State Rep. Beverly Earle told the Charlotte Observer that she introduced the bill at the bequest of CompuCredit officials (see “2nd Chance for Payday Lenders,” by Mark Johnson, Charlotte Observer, 5/31/06).” 
HB 2836 was highly controversial and faced immediate opposition from N.C. Attorney General Roy Cooper and a number of newspaper editorial boards across the state. The Raleigh News and Observer, for example, published this blistering editorial on June 4, 2006:
“Three major pay day lenders announced in March they would give up their fight with Attorney General Roy Cooper and stop making short-term, high-interest loans in North Carolina. Now comes a misguided effort by some state House members to create a new type of short-term loan that is, amazingly, even more of a loan shark rip-off.The bill would permit companies to make loans of up to $3,000 for no less than four months. The interest rate would be as high as 60 percent, and that is just the beginning. Lenders could also charge monthly "maintenance fees" of up to $29.95 and semi-annual "credit enhancement" fees of $25. Add it up, says Al Ripley of the N.C. Justice Center, and borrowers could end up paying 100 percent in interest and fees. . . . Cooper has also indicated he believes the interest rates and fees are too high. One company said to be interested in entering a new short-term loan business in North Carolina is CompuCredit Corp. The State Board of Elections reports that company lobbyists have made campaign contributions to several legislators, including Rep. Beverly Earle, a Mecklenburg County Democrat and one of the bill's co-sponsors.The name may have changed, but a bad deal is still a bad deal.”
Similar editorials were published across the state. By avoiding the timely and complete disclosure of the contributions, Rep. Wright may have been trying to avoid or at least reduce the negative media attention he received on this issue. 
REQUEST FOR ACTION

Rep. Wright’s public statements contradict his false and incomplete campaign finance filings. On October 23, 2006, Rep. Wright told his hometown newspaper, the Wilmington Star News: "I'm going to get re-elected," Wright said. "People want elected officials who are straight shooters. And they're going to get it from me." 

As an elected official, Rep. Wright owes the people of North Carolina a “duty of honest services.” This duty includes filing accurate and complete campaign finance reports that detail the true and timely source of his campaign funds. In the case of each of the contributors detailed in this complaint, Rep. Wright played a pivotal role in helping the contributor group achieve its stated legislative goal. This fact raises additional questions of whether Rep. Wright is engaged in quid pro quo relationships in which he is exchanging legislative action or support in return for campaign donations.

I believe the foregoing material provides ample reason for launching a comprehensive investigation of possible violations of North Carolina’s election laws as the Wright Committee may have filed false, incomplete or misleading campaign finance reports in a deliberate attempt to hide the source of campaign funds. I also request that the State Board of Elections pursue civil penalties against any violators of state campaign statutes. 

The complaint is respectfully submitted by me as an individual registered voter, in accordance with NCGS 163-278.22(7). Upon information and belief, I attest and affirm that is a truthful statement of the facts as I know them. 

Sincerely,

Joseph A. Sinsheimer

Wake County, North Carolina

Submitted: 
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