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Public financing matters

hris Coutu has become the

poster boy of public financ-
ing in the state. His upset of
seven-term incumbent Demo-
crat Jack Malone in the 4%th
District has caught the atten-
tion of folks in the Citizens’
Election Program. That is the
program that provides public
financing for state campaigns
in Connecticut. This was the
first year the program was in
place for legislative races. Pub-
lic financing will be available
for governor, attorney general
and other statewide elections
in 2010.

One intent of public financ-
ing is to make our democratic
process more competitive, In-
cumbents typically have a great
advantage in raising funds pri-
vately, making it very difficult
for an opponent to mount a
challenge. Often no one even
tries, producing uncontested
races.

In the past election 75 per-
cent of legislative candidates

participated in public financing,
which is about what was pre-
dicted. That level of participa-
tion kept a lot of special inter-
est money out of the campaigns
this year. That leads to the sec-
ond big goal of public financing

— ending the corruptive nature

of money on politics.

The Citizens’ Election Pro-
gram doled out aboutr $8.3 mil-
lion on the general election.
The money comes from the sale
of abandoned state properties.
That is money well spent to re-

duce corruption and boost par-

ticipatory democracy.

Public financing didn’t
dramatically alter the politi-
cal landscape this year. The
Democrats maintained their
dominance in both the Senate

and House of Representatives.”

Repuhlicans hold only 12 of the
36 Senate seats, and the num-
ber of Republicans in the House
dropped from 44 to 37, out of
151 seats.

But there were upsets and

in each race the winner used
public money, including Mr.
Coutu. The Norwich Republi-
can City Council alderman was
among the first 10 candidates
to qualify for public financing,

raising the required $5000

from at least 150 district resi-
dents who donated between
$5 to $100 each. Mr. Coutu re-
ceived $25,000,

He used the money for di-
rect mailings, staffing phone
banks and to cover the dis-
trict with Coutu campaign
signs and billboards. He also
did a lot of hard work with an
aggressive door-to-door cam-
paign. Without public financ-
ing, Mr. Coutu said he couldn’t
have done it.

Now he will soon be headed
to Hartford and is beholden to
no one but the voters. It dem-
onstrates that a candidate
with public financing and de-
termination can shake things
up and that’s healthy for de-
mocracy.

In its first
year, public
financing of.
campaigns
did not
generate
dramatic
changes in
Connecticut,
but it

holds great
promise.




