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CATO Launches Politically Motivated  

Assault on Ballot Measure Donor Disclosure System 
 
The CATO Institute and Institute for Justice recently called for more secrecy in political giving in 
ballot measure donor disclosure systems. This pro-corruption position was rejected by voters in 
several states last year when it was revealed that CATO board member Howie Rich was 
responsible for what one state judge called “a pervasive and general pattern of fraud” in his 
attempt to foist an extreme agenda on voters through hidden money and dirty tactics in the ballot 
initiative process.   
 
Disclosure is the foremost mechanism to ensure honest debate in the field of direct democracy.  
The lack of contribution limits in ballot measure campaigns allows wealthy individuals and 
powerful special interests to routinely spend thousands and sometimes millions of dollars to 
qualify and pass measures.  Without the partisan cues inherent in candidate campaigns, 
information about donors provides an important “smell test” for most voters.  Ballot measure 
contribution and expenditure procedures are already much weaker than candidate campaign 
disclosure practices.  If anything, donor disclosure laws should be improved, not undermined for 
politically motivated purposes.  The vast majority of scholars in the direct democracy arena, as 
well as open-government advocates and the general public, agree with this position. 
 
In stark contrast to the overwhelming support for better disclosure standards, the right-wing 
“public interest” group Institute for Justice released a report this week aimed at wiping out all 
campaign disclosure requirements for ballot initiative campaigns. The release of the report was 
announced at a panel discussion sponsored by the CATO Institute on Monday.  
 
“The problem with being a front group for corporate fat cats like Exxon, Enron, and Howie Rich, 
is that you are always a little out-of-touch with the public,” said Kristina Wilfore, Executive 
Director of the Ballot Initiative Strategy Center.  “CATO aligning itself with more corruption in 
political giving is taking the side of the powerful against the people – and they call themselves 
libertarian?” 
 
Both the panelists (video at http://www.cato.org/event.php?eventid=3584) and the report 
(available at http://www.ij.org/pdf_folder/other_pubs/DisclosureCosts.pdf) use local anecdotes to 
indict the entire donor disclosure system, which provides awareness to voters about sponsors of 
expensive and often extreme ideological campaigns.  
 
Background on CATOÕs Motivations  
 
CATO’s attempt to put a populist veneer on a system more often used by big-money interests 
spring from the organization’s connections to one of the worst offenders of disclosure rules: 
Howie Rich and one of his organizations, Americans for Limited Government.  Refer to 
www.howierichexposed.org.  Howie Rich, a real estate investor and CATO Board Member, 
helped to sponsor sixteen different ballot initiatives in 2006. His major effort was the so-called 



“Taxpayer Bill of Rights” or TABOR, which Rich attempted to put on the ballot in eight states. 
Courts in five of those states stripped TABOR from the ballot for numerous problems, including 
what one Montana judge called a “pervasive and general pattern of fraud.” Voters in the 
remaining three states voted TABOR down on Election Day. One of the hallmarks of Howie 
Rich’s effort was the systematic movement of hidden campaign money through a network of shell 
organizations. Only through campaign disclosure laws did voters gain a sense of who was 
supporting TABOR from outside their states. Howie Rich and his friends spent nearly 
$16,000,000 to qualify TABOR and two other multi-state ballot initiative strategies – anti-zoning 
laws that provide special rights for big developers, and anti-court initiatives that inject political 
meddling into our state judicial systems. 
 
Ballot Initiative Strategy Center is an advocate for the use of ballot initiatives to reach 
progressive political and policy goals. However, BISC believes that universal donor disclosure 
protects both the voters and the process of direct democracy from secret money and hidden goals, 
whether they be part of conservative or progressive campaigning. 
 
Ballot Measure Donor Disclosure Studies  
        
Two leading scholars, USC Law School’s Elizabeth Garrett and the University of Florida’s 
Daniel Smith, argue in their 2005 paper Veiled Political Actors and Campaign Disclosure Laws 
in Direct Democracy that “Voters have limited time and attention, so they should be provided the 
information most crucial to improving their ability to vote consistently with their preferences.” 
The report shows the various methods that major donors to ballot issue campaigns use to disguise 
their investment in the policy outcome, often at odds with the public interest. Read the report 
here: http://www.clas.ufl.edu/users/dasmith/Garrett&Smith.pdf. 
 
Professor Smith can be reached at 352-392-0262 x279, or by email at dasmith@polisci.ufl.edu. 
 
Voters depend heavily on organizational endorsements and an awareness of the chief funders of a 
ballot measure effort when casting their vote. Disclosing initiative donor data is essential in order 
for the public to gain insight into the economic and special interests at stake in a ballot question.  
Online disclosure is particularly important because most voters get their information about ballot 
measures largely from organizations they trust and the news media. The Ballot Initiative Strategy 
Center Report The Campaign Finance Reform Blind Spot outlines ways that states can make it 
easier for voters to access disclosure reports on the internet. The report is available at 
http://ballot.org/vertical/Sites/%7B26C6ABED-7A22-4B17-A84A-
CB72F7D15E3F%7D/uploads/%7BA8911D38-14D3-438F-AE43-B78BBADBE500%7D.PDF. 
 
For a look at the amount of money spent on ballot initiatives in 2004 – and why these huge sums 
demand an awareness of funders’ interests – please read BISC’s Money Talks: Ballot Initiative 
Spending in 2004, available at http://ballot.org/vertical/Sites/%7B26C6ABED-7A22-4B17-
A84A-CB72F7D15E3F%7D/uploads/%7B2BE0DD57-17AB-42A5-AE3A-
1E931A1EE603%7D.PDF. 
 
 
Ballot Initiative Strategy Center is the progressive “think-and-do tank” for progressive ballot measure 
research and strategic campaign support. The only organization of its kind, BISC uses the initiative process 
as a tool for achieving progressive policy goals and building broad political power in the states. Visit us at 
www.ballot.org. 


