Watergate Exposed

In a recent symposium at the North Carolina Museum of History, two

key figures in the 1973 Watergate investigation shared their stories

b

that led to the resignation of President Richard Nixon.

story online @ carolinajournal.com
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COOPER'S GREEN AGENDA

s the North Carolina Util-
Agcies Commission works
n a Carbon Plan that
would dramatically shape the
state’s energy future, the state
grew by 133,088 people in 2022
alone, the third fastest-growing
state in the nation. North Car-
olina’s tax climate is the prima-
ry draw, along with the quality of
our work force and higher educa-
tion system.

One variable in the equation
will keep the economic progress
engine moving forward or stop it
in its tracks: affordable, reliable
energy.

The state’s electrical grid was
tested this year between rolling
blackouts and an attack on a sub-
station in Moore County, but the
test has been coming. Since tak-
ing office in 2016, Gov. Roy Cooper
has made transitioning the state to
renewable energy a centerpiece of
his agenda. Over his tenure, a se-
ries of four executive orders high-
lights his policy goals and points
to the disconnect between “green”

dreams and reality. While execu-
tive orders are not laws, they out-
line policy mandates and direct
state agencies to expend money,
time, and resources toward them.
Roy Cooper and his broth-
er, Pell, bought Nash County land
from their father in 1996 and in
2012 formed Will Clark Proper-
ties LLC to manage it. In 2013, Pell
Cooper signed a 20-year lease with
Nash 58 Farm, an LLC formed by
Solar Development, to put a solar
farm on the property. In 2014, Roy
Cooper left the Will Clark Proper-
ties LLC and he and his brother di-
vided the land and formed Sapo-
ny Creek Properties LLC. To man-
age the portion of property with-
out solar panels on it. Since 2019,
Pell Cooper’s wife, Meredith Coo-
per, has managed Will Clark Prop-
erties, LLC, and Roy Cooper has
been listed as the manager of
Sapony Properties, LLC.
Donations from climate change
political action committees ac-
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Gov. Roy Cooper signs House Bill 951, which sets N.C. energy policy.

Rolling blackouts signal policy
problems ahead in NC's power grid

BY DONNA KING

s 2023 approached, the
A{e)ngine of the state’s econ-

my and quality of life
seemed to dim. What so ma-
ny North Carolinians took for
granted, electricity, was in short
supply during a Christmas cold
snap, and thousands were left

at the mercy of rolling blackouts
on Christmas Eve and Christmas
Day. Duke Energy has apologized
to residents and the N.C. Utilities
Commission, saying it was a se-
ries of failures that compounded
over a few hours.

“I want to express how sorry we
are for what our customers experi-
enced,” said Julie Janson, executive

vice president and CEO of Duke
Energy Carolinas. “Winter storm
Elliott was an extremely power-
ful event with a unique confluence
of high winds, extreme tempera-
ture drops, and other conditions
that forced us to curtail power as a
last resort. We regret not being able
to provide customers as much ad-
vance notice of the outages as we

would have liked, and we acknowl-
edge that the outages themselves
lasted far longer than we expected.”

Renewables  advocate  Si-
mon Mahan, executive director of
Southern Renewable Energy Asso-
ciation, claimed the blackouts con-
firmed the promise of solar and
wind.

“Had it not been for solar power

on December 24, the Duke Energy
Carolinas system would have been
in even more dire straits,” he said.
“Solar performed quite well when
it was needed. Anyone that went
through these storms knows that
those days were really quite sunny.”
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However, a Duke Energy
continued PAGE 10
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A case for civility

DONNA KING
EDITOR -IN-CHIEF

legislature, I noticed a drop

in the political temperature.
I believe that members on each
side of the aisle viewed the up-
coming legislative session as an
opportunity to put November’s
election behind them and move
forward. N.C. voters sent a Re-
publican supermajority to the
Senate and a Republican ma-
jority to the House, plus a Re-
publican sweep of statewide ju-
dicial races; nonetheless, the air
seems a little more bipartisan
than it has in recent months.

In the House, 12 Democrats
were appointed to leadership
roles on committees. The House
speaker and the minority leader
seem to have a genuine relation-
ship built on respect. The “part-
time” legislative schedule, late
nights, and chaotic first week al-
ways build a level of camaraderie
among members. So far, this year
is no exception.

T've been working around the

In the opening days of the

state legislature for many years,
and I am quite proud of those we
elect to serve. Generally, they are
true public servants who pick up
the phone when they are needed,
attend hundreds of fundraisers,
funerals, dinners, and meetings
in their communities each year,
in addition to meeting the needs
of their own families and jobs.

The polarization we see in
24-hour news or on Capitol Hill
is not as pronounced here in Ra-
leigh. While I certainly see the
vitriol, empty accusations, and
name-calling on social media —
usually behind the veil of an or-
ganization or pseudonym — in
real life, face-to-face workdays
at the General Assembly discus-
sions are truly an exchange of
ideas in search of a solution.

I encourage those who are fed
up with the apparent lack of ci-
vility in politics to check out the
livestream of committee meet-
ings and floor sessions held each
week on www.ncleg.gov. You'll
find that, for the most part, law-
makers do respect each other,
celebrate birthdays, listen, de-
bate, and find compromise when

continued PAGE 19

Gallup poll, 2022

The percentage of Americans who say
they “worry a great deal” about the cost
of energy has jumped from 22% in 2020 to
47% in 2022. Another 30% say they worry
“a fair amount,” while only 17% say they
worry “only a little"” and 5% “not at all."

The New RPS: Reliable
Porttolio Standard

AMY 0. COOKE
PUBLISHER

ould you get on an air-
plane that is 100% un-
reliable?” Of course

not.

That was a serious question
a former Utilities Commission
staffer asked me after I shared
this confession Carolina Journal
uncovered in a 2018 N.C. solar
power application: “Solar is an
intermittent energy source, and
therefore the maximum depend-
able capacity is 0 MW.”

In other words, because so-
lar is weather-dependent, it is
100% unreliable. The same is
true for wind. They may be avail-
able when we need power, or they
may not. It’s a crapshoot. That’s
why they are considered “nondis-
patchable” energy sources. They
cannot be relied upon whenever
customers want to turn on a light
or heat their homes.

Unless someone has a death
wish, most of us wouldn’t buy a

ticket on an airplane that is 100%
unreliable. So why would we as
ratepayers pay for a grid that re-
lies on power from a source that
is 100% unreliable? Investment
in unreliable sources takes away
much-needed capital to invest in
reliable, dispatchable, and clean
baseload sources like nuclear,
natural gas, and coal with carbon
sequestration.

Despite the lack of reliabili-
ty of renewable sources, 29 states
and the District of Columbia have
a Renewable Portfolio Standard
in statute, meaning utilities must
provide a certain percentage of
power from unreliable renewable
energy sources. In 2007, North
Carolina proudly boasted its
12.5% RPS, the first in the South-
east. It also came with a generous
package of financial incentives,
including a 35% state income tax
credit in addition to a 30% feder-
al tax credit. The state tax credit
has since expired.

Why invest in an unreliable
power-generating source? Be-

continued PAGE 19
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Nearly 7-in-10 likely NC voters
support school choice options

BY DAVID BASS

upport for school choice op-
tions remains strong from

likely N.C. voters, accord-
ing to results of the latest Ci-
vitas poll by the John Locke
Foundation.

The poll results dropped Jan.
26 during National School Choice
Week, a nationwide celebration of
diversity in educational options.

Details were announced during
a special event in downtown Ra-
leigh co-hosted by the John Locke
Foundation, Parents for Educa-
tional Freedom, and other school
choice groups.

Sixty-seven percent of re-
spondents support the Oppor-
tunity Scholarship Program, a
means-tested scholarship that al-
lows low- and moderate-income
families to send a child to a private
school of their choice.

An even greater share of N.C.
voters — 69% — support the state’s
Education Savings Account, which
provides funds for families to pay
for an array of educational expens-
es, such as tuition, tutoring, thera-
pies, or instructional materials.

Charter schools also got high
marks from likely voters, receiving
69% support among those sur-
veyed.

“Public charter schools are part
of the public school family. Par-
ents want and deserve a choice

NC Opportunity Scholarship
The North Carolina Opportunity Scholarship

Program provides government-funded vouchers of

up to $6,168 to low and moderate-income students

that can be applied to tuition at a private school of
their parents’ choice. In 2022 about 24,000 students

participated in this program. Do you support or
oppose the opportunity scholarship program?

Strongly
Oppose
1.5%

Strongly
Support

39.6%

Somewhat
Support
21.7%

[l Sstrongly Oppose
Somewhat Oppose

[ strongly Support
Somewhat Support

Cygnal Polling, on behalf of John Locke Foundation, surveyed
600 likely general election voters from January 22-23, 2023 with
a margin of error of +3.99%.
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in deciding the best education-
al environment for their children,”
said Lindalyn Kakadelis, execu-
tive director of the N.C. Coalition
for Charter Schools, in a state-

ment responding to the poll re-
sults. “That’s glaringly apparent
from charter school enrollment
— which increased three-fold in
just the past decade — and from
poll after poll”

Contributing to the desire for
school choice is the general dis-
approval likely voters have of the
state’s traditional public school
system.

Sixty-six percent said they
were dissatisfied with the quali-
ty of K-12 education in the United
States today, with 40% of those
being very dissatisfied.

Forty-nine percent of respon-
dents were dissatisfied with how
well North Carolina has done in
addressing  pandemic-induced
learning loss, with only 21% say-
ing the state has done an ade-
quate job and 9% reporting satis-
faction with the job the state has
done.

An overwhelming majority of
North Carolinians believe that
parents/guardians should choose
what school is best for their chil-
dren.

Nearly 83% of respondents
said a child’s parents are best suit-
ed to determine where their child
attends school, while less than

12% believe local school boards
are best suited.

“Parents belong behind the
wheel of their child’s education,”
said John Locke Foundation Pres-

Who Decides?

Who is best suited to determine where a
child should attend school out of the
following options?

The Child's Parents or Guardians 82.9%

11.9% Local School Boards

5.2% Unsure

Cygnal Polling, on behalf of John Locke Foundation, surveyed
600 likely general election voters from January 22-23, 2023
with a margin of error of +3.99%.
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ident Donald Bryson. “North Car-
olinians want families to have
more power over the educational
opportunities of their children. It
is past time for the state of North
Carolina to fund students and not

Parents belong behind
the wheel of their
child’s education.
North Carolinians
want families to

have more power
over the educational
opportunities of their
children. It is past
time for the state of
North Carolina to
fund students and not
systems.

- Donald Bryson
John Locke Foundation

systems.”

Speaking at the school choice
event Jan. 26, Superintendent of
Public Instruction Catherine Tru-
itt said that school choice is the
“great equalizer” in education.

“So many times elected officials
turn to complaining about why
families leave traditional public
schools,” Truitt said.

“But I believe that competition
is good because it spurs innova-
tion and improvement. It empow-
ers individuals.”

Asheuvilles current water crists only
chapter in city's water saga

latest

BY ZACH ROUNCEVILLE

t its Jan. 24 meeting, the
Aﬁsheville City Council ap-
ointed members to a
new independent review com-
mittee in the wake of a recent
water system failure, which left
much of the service area without
potable water during the holiday
season.

Beginning on Dec. 24, sever-
al water-treatment plants in the
Asheville area began to experience
issues, with outages occurring un-
til Jan. 1. Water system outages left
thousands of residents without po-
table water for a week. Asheville
Mayor Esther Manheimer referred
to the outages as an “unprecedent-
ed crisis” at a press conference up-
dating residents on the water sys-
tem restoration on Dec. 30.

But such issues with the Ashe-
ville water system could have been
avoided, according to some crit-
ics, had the water-revenue funds
been used properly for infrastruc-
ture and repairs instead of on other
projects, or if an independent wa-
ter system plan, passed by the Gen-
eral Assembly, had not been de-
clared unconstitutional by the state
Supreme Court.

Carolina Journal spoke with

former N.C. House Rep. Chuck
McGrady, a Republican, who dis-
cussed his views on the water sys-
tem problems as well as efforts he
took to fix them during his tenure
in the General Assembly. McGrady
said that complications have been
occurring for years, and he took
issue with Asheville’s handling of
funds meant to support the sys-
tem’s infrastructure.

“Back in 2003 there was an au-
thority to deal with water between
Buncombe County and the city
of Asheville, and that resulted in
them being allowed to take some
of the water revenues and distrib-
ute them either to the county or
the city, meaning those revenues
weren’t being consistently put back
to fund repair of infrastructures
or replacement of infrastructures,”
McGrady said. “That’s a real prob-
lem. You have to maintain these
systems. It’s not just about pull-
ing the revenue in. You need to pull
the revenue in and bank some of it
because you know youre going to
need to replace those pipes; youre
going to need to replace that plant.”

McGrady said there were two
things that led to the current Ashe-
ville water crisis. The first is that

continued PAGE 12

The North Fork Reservoir and Water Treatment Plant serve as the City’s primary drinking water source, provid-

ing 70% of Asheville’s water.

ASHEVILLENC.GOV
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Senate Rep

ublicans introduce

Parents’ Bill of Rights

BY ALEX BALTZEGAR

n Feb. 1, N.C. Senate Re-
Opublicans held a press

conference introducing
the Parents’ Bill of Rights. which
they say would give parents
more control over the direction
of their child’s education and re-
quire more transparency in pub-
lic schools.

During a meeting of the Sen-
ate’s education committee, where
the bill was later debated, sever-
al Democrats objected, calling the
bill “divisive.”

Senate Bill 49 would prevent
material discussing gender ideolo-
gy, sexual activity, and sexuality in
the classroom for children in kin-
dergarten through fourth grade.
The bill would also require schools
to tell the parents when a child
wants to change his or her pro-
nouns.

Schools and educators have
faced backlash from parents
across the country for withholding
critical information about their
children, such as a child wanting
to change their gender.

A WRAL/SurveyUSA  poll
found that 58% of N.C. adults sup-
port legislation that bans instruc-
tion in sexual orientation or gen-
der identity issues for students in
kindergarten through third grade,
with 45% being strongly in favor.

“This bill provides parents a
path to be more involved in their
child’s education,” said Sen. Amy
Galey, R-Alamance, a lead sponsor
of the bill. “It affirms their rights
by actually enumerating them list-
ed”

Sens. Michael Lee, R-New Ha-
nover, and Lisa Barnes, R-Nash,

The bill stipulates that
every parent has a right
to:

« Direct their child's physical,
mental, and emotional
health.

« Direct how and where their
child is educated.

« Transparency when dealing
with their child's teachers
and school.

« A classroom and school
environment that is safe
and nurtures their child’s
well-being.

« Be actively engaged in their
child's education.

« Resources and
accountability of school
districts, administrators, and
teachers.

are also bill sponsors.

“I see [S.B. 49] as a win-win,
not only for parents and students
but for parents and teachers,” said
Barnes. “I see this bill as fostering
parental involvement, clearly set-
ting expectations for the role of
public instruction, and promoting
transparency.’

Several Senate Democrats ada-
mantly opposed the bill during the
committee meeting. Sen. Natasha
Marcus, D-Durham, called the bill
disappointing and “divisive” and
questioned whether bill sponsors
had reached out to various interest
groups about “the harmful conse-

quences of these proposals.”

“It baffles me to think that
this bill could be divisive,” Ga-
ley responded. “I cannot under-
stand why it would be controver-
sial to say that children ages 5 to
9 years old should not be taught
about sexuality or sexual activity
in a public school classroom. That
blows my mind.”

The North Carolina Associa-
tion of Educators also stated its
opposition to the Parents’ Bill of
Rights. NCAE is an organization
that represents about 18% of pub-
lic school teachers and lobbies
lawmakers for left-leaning educa-
tion policies.

“This bill tells portions of our
communities, especially those that
identify as LGBTQ plus, that they
are not well. Many of the provi-
sions provided in this bill arent
even necessary because they in-
clude rights that parents already
have,” Tamika Walker Kelly, pres-
ident of NCAE, told committee
members.

Andre Beliveau of the John
Locke Foundation testified in sup-
port of S.B. 49.

“The John Locke Founda-
tion supports education policy in
North Carolina that ensures trans-
parency and accountability in ed-
ucation and upholds the rights of

parents and guardians to oversee
the direction of their children’s ed-
ucation, physical health, and men-
tal well-being,” said Beliveau. “We
believe Senate Bill 49 ensures
these policy goals.”

A recent poll showed 66% of
likely voters in North Carolina
are dissatisfied with the quality of
K-12 education.

“Parents are frustrated by
what they see and don’t see go-
ing on in the classroom,” said
Bob Luebke, director of Locke’s
Center for Effective Education.
“They are tired of being margin-

continued PAGE 12

What to expect from state legislatures 2023 session

BY CJ STAFF

lina General Assembly held

opening ceremonies to kick
off the 2023 legislative session. In
odd-numbered years, legislators
hold a “long session” starting in
January. They then adjourn for a
“short session” in even-numbered
years.

In the November elections, Re-
publicans gained two addition-
al seats in the state House and two
more in the state Senate. Picking
up two seats was enough to secure
a veto-proof supermajority in the
Senate, but left Republicans one
seat short in the state House.

“North Carolina voters returned
a Republican supermajority to the
state Senate, and we plan on hon-
oring that endorsement of Repub-
lican governance,” said Senate lead-
er Phil Berger, R-Rockingham,
about the agenda for the long ses-
sion. “Bills that didn’t cross the fin-
ish line, whether stalled in the leg-
islative process or vetoed by the
governor, could certainly come up
again. I know issues including vot-
er ID, parental rights in schools,
and tax cuts are on the minds of
our members. I look forward to the
work that lies ahead of us.”

In 2021 and 2022, Republicans
did not have supermajorities in ei-
ther chamber and never overcame
Gov. Roy Cooper’s vetoes of signifi-

In January, the North Caro-

cant legislation.
This year, that could change.
Here are some of the most
high-profile topics likely to be de-
liberated in North Carolina’s legis-
lature this year:

Medicaid expansion

Pressure to expand Medicaid in
North Carolina has grown as the
state becomes one of 11 not to ex-
pand. For North Carolina, expan-
sion could put more than 600,000
mostly able-bodied, working-age
adults onto the taxpayer-fund-
ed health care program. In recent
years Republicans have held their
ground against expansion, but
Berger now says he sees an agree-
ment on the horizon.

“I have told folks that I felt
like by the time the two-year ses-
sion is over, North Carolina will
have expanded Medicaid,” Berger
said. “There’s a deal in there some-
where.”

In the last legislative session,
Berger led the Senate to pass a
health care proposal that included
Medicaid expansion under the fed-
eral entitlement program, the Af-
fordable Care Act. House Bill 149
contained work requirements for
Medicaid expansion enrollees and
measures the senators say would
cut regulations on the health care
industry and expand the number
of providers and facilities. Howev-

er, the N.C. House did not pass the
Senate’s proposal.

Abortion law

The ball is in the General As-
sembly’s court regarding abor-
tion legislation. States can now
set their own abortion laws af-
ter the U.S. Supreme Court deliv-
ered the Dobbs v. Jackson Wom-
en’s Health Organization decision
over the summer. Abortion is le-
gal in North Carolina for the first
20 weeks of pregnancy. Among re-
strictions on the procedure, state
law requires a 72-hour waiting pe-
riod, bans telemedicine for chemi-
cal abortions, and bans anyone but
a licensed physician from perform-
ing an abortion.

In December, Planned Parent-
hood South Atlantic and other al-
lied abortion advocates dropped
their challenges to five different
N.C. laws pertaining to abortions.
In August, Berger told reporters
that there was an interest among
the lawmakers at that time to lim-
it abortion after the first trimes-
ter, normally defined as the 12-to-
13-week mark. House Speaker Tim
Moore, R-Cleveland, has voiced
his support for a “heartbeat bill,”
which would make abortions ille-
gal once ultrasounds detect a fe-
tal heartbeat. Doctors can typically
detect heartbeats at about the six-
week mark. Berger and Moore have

also stated their support for excep-
tions for rape, incest, and protect-
ing the mother’s life.

However, both leaders have
stated that these positions are per-
sonal views, not their respective
caucuses.

Redistricting and voter ID

In December, just before the
lame-duck 4-3 Democrat-majori-
ty N.C. Supreme Court ended, the
court issued a 4-3 party-line ruling
that threw out the state’s photo vot-
er identification law and the state
Senate election map.

Voter ID was passed by a ma-
jority of North Carolina voters in
2018 as a constitutional amend-
ment, and the General Assembly
enacted that voter mandate, but it
was vetoed by Gov. Roy Cooper.

Lawmakers overrode Cooper’s
veto, but Senate Bill 824 has been
tangled in court ever since.

Now that the voters elected a
high court that is 5-2 Republican,
a voter ID law could survive legal
challenges.

The 2022 congressional district
maps were drawn for one-time use
after the N.C. Supreme Court al-
lowed a three-judge panel to ap-
point “special masters” to redraw
the maps passed by the General
Assembly. Lawmakers are likely to
redraw the congressional map this

year and will now have to go back
to the drawing board on the state
Senate map as well. The state Su-
preme Court’s December ruling
comes after Senate Republicans
won a supermajority in the Novem-
ber 2022 election with maps ap-
proved by trial judges.

The N.C. Supreme Court did
not rule against the House map.
House Republicans came up just
shy of a supermajority.

Sports betting

In the last legislative session,
the House voted down a bill to
make online sports gambling le-
gal, but there will likely be anoth-
er push to legalize online wagering
in 2023.

Senate Bill 688, which would
have legalized online sports bet-
ting, was a bipartisan bill that
passed the Senate but did not clear
the House. It failed by a vote of 49-
52 on June 22 last year.

Several companies and legisla-
tors have advocated legalizing on-
line sports gambling in North Car-
olina. With a new class of legisla-
tors taking office in 2023, propo-
nents might have the votes to pass
legislation similar to S.B. 688.

Additional issues getting law-
makers’ attention going into the
next session are school choice, pa-
rental rights and learning loss in
schools, and energy infrastructure.

CJ FILE PHOTO
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t Raleigh’s City Club, pan-

Ajlists from both the left
nd right sides of the aisle

were largely in agreement that
North Carolina’s booming ur-
ban areas are not seeing enough
homes being built for how quickly
populations are growing, and that
this was increasingly spiking the
price of homes to a place outside
the reach of too many residents.

A summit billed as “Keep-
ing Housing Affordable in North
Carolina,” was co-organized by
the CATO Institute and the John
Locke Foundation.

The event began with CATO
senior fellow Michael Tanner pre-
senting a report on what went
wrong in California’s housing
market and how other states can
avoid their fate.

“They stopped building hous-
ing, and the result is what you see
today,” Tanner said. “And you're
seeing that in places like North
Carolina now.”

He said, like California, North
Carolina is drawing people quick-
ly because of good economics, a
great climate, good universities,
and other attractive qualities. But,
also like California, the state isn’t
building enough homes to house
all of these new residents.

Tanner said that “the situation
is actually growing worse,” be-
cause while a decade ago the state
was only slightly behind in build-
ing housing, that gap between
the number of people arriving
and the number of houses being
built has expanded. And as a sim-
ple supply-and-demand equation,
this has made those houses much
more expensive as everyone com-
petes to buy them.

“More and more we find out
that this one is not [a complicat-
ed equation]; this is a problem of
Economics 101,” Tanner said.

A

f

b

o

Did You Know?

The City of Raleigh recently
launched the first Fast
Track program in the state
to cut through regulatory
red tape for homeowners
wanting to build Accessory
Dwelling Units on their
private property. Building
plans in the program have
be pre-reviewed for code
compliance.

After sharing some of the im-
pacts of these spiking housing
prices — including lost jobs, pov-
erty, racial segregation, homeless-
ness, and putting native North
Carolinians at a comparative dis-
advantage — he highlighted a few
solutions that could increase the
number of housing units coming
onto the market.

Tanner said the main imped-
iment was exclusionary zoning,
which he said included overregu-
lating things like setbacks, multi-
family residences, parking spac-
es, lot sizes, building height, and
accessory dwelling units. He al-
so said making building permits
“by right” if they meet local regu-
lations is important so that local
zoning and planning boards don’t
hold up projects unjustly.

Tanner said North Carolina’s
legislature could intervene and
pass statewide legislation on this
because the state is a quasi-Dil-
lon’s Rule state, meaning that gen-
erally the state gets to decide what

NORTH CAROLINA 5

Affordable housing bill ‘will come back up this
session, NC Senate majority leader says during panel

areas localities have jurisdiction
over, as opposed to Home Rule
states, where localities can rule on
things unless the state has directly
ruled they cannot.

After Tanner’s speech, there
were two panels to discuss the is-
sue further. The first — featuring
Tim Minton of the North Carolina
Home Builders Association, Brent
Woodcox of YIMBY Raleigh, and
Bill Rowe of the North Caroli-
na Justice Center — discussed the
problems; while the second panel
— featuring state Sens. Paul New-
ton and Tim Moffitt, and state
Rep. Vernetta Alston — focused
on solutions.

In the first panel, Minton dis-
cussed 25-30% of the cost of ma-
ny housing projects that his mem-
bership builds is due to regula-
tions like those discussed by Tan-
ner. Sometimes there are many
units ready to be built, but local

planning and zoning boards insist
that they cannot use vinyl siding
or other perfectly safe, efficient
materials.

In the second panel, Newton,
who had been a sponsor of a bill
last session to address affordable
housing through making building
easier across the state, recounted
a story of a wedding venue he was
involved in building.

“I cannot describe the torture
chamber that planning and zon-
ing is unless you've been there,”
Newton said about building the
venue in “the middle of nowhere”
even after getting the approv-
al of every neighbor. “They have
no concept that time is money.

It is horrific, and it is real that it
adds time and cost to any build-
ing project.”

He said the planning board
took the opportunity to delay the
project again and again. They re-

ommulttee

quired the parking lot to be grass
surrounded by trees, but then lat-
er delayed it further to make sure
that the trees were doing a good-
enough job blocking traffic on
the lightly traveled two-lane rural
road from seeing cars.

“I guarantee you that the pri-
vate sector will fill this void if we
unleash them, but they cannot do
that with these planning and zon-
ing laws.”

Newton, who was just select-
ed to be the next Senate majority
leader, said that local officials are
under a lot of pressure not to relax
zoning restrictions, so they should
be grateful that General Assembly
leaders are willing to take this is-
sue off their plate.

“We're trying to make things
easy for you with this bill, and
it’s going to come back up. Some
form of it’s going to come back up
this session.”

assignments announced!
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N.C. Auditor Wood comes under fire for a hit and run

BY CJ STAFF

well-respected state lead-
er used to scrutinizing
ow organizations con-

duct business is facing some
scrutiny of her own for an inci-
dent in December.

State Auditor Beth Wood, a
Democrat, was involved in a hit-
and-run accident with her state-is-
sued vehicle on Dec. 8 near the in-
tersection of Salisbury and Har-
gett streets in downtown Raleigh.
She was charged on Dec. 12 with a
Class 2 misdemeanor for hit-and-
run, leaving the scene, property
damage, and an infraction for un-
safe movement.

Video obtained by WRAL ap-
pears to show Wood being led into
a building housing the law office
of Rufus Edmisten, a former N.C.
attorney general and secretary of
state, while her car remained on
top of Chris Valverde’s car.

Valverde, of Pinehurst, had
lent the car to his daughter so she
could get to work that night.

Wood initially referred re-
quests for comment to her attor-
ney, Roger Smith of Tharrington
Smith, a Raleigh law firm, but on
Jan. 23, she issued the following
statement to reporters:

“On the evening of December
8, 2022, I attended a holiday gath-
ering in downtown Raleigh. I was
at the event for approximately two
hours. When I left, I made a sharp
right turn and inadvertently hit a
parked car. I was shaken by the in-
cident and, when I was unable to
move my vehicle, I left the scene.
That was a serious mistake, and I
regret my decision.

“The next morning, I notified

State Auditor Beth Wood was involved in a hit-and-run accident with a state-issued vehicle.

State Motor Fleet Management
that I was involved in an accident
and subsequently was cited by po-
lice for unsafe movement and for
failing to provide my name and
other information to the owner of
the car or a law enforcement offi-
cer.

"I sincerely regret my ac-
tions and will continue to cooper-
ate with law enforcement. I have
served the people of North Car-
olina as their State Auditor since
2009. I made a mistake in judg-
ment on December 8, but I am
committed to continuing to per-
form my duties with the same

energy and determination I am
known for.

“T apologize to the owner of the
car I hit, my staff and all I serve for
leaving the scene of the accident.
I have learned from this mistake
and am fully accepting personal
responsibility for my actions.”

Valverde released his own
statement, citing Wood’s lack of
transparency about the incident.

“Mrs. Wood has made her bed
and now has to sleep in it,” he said
in a written statement to WGHP-
TV. “I just hope that the justice
system is fair and impartial when
handling this case and not use her

position as a privilege to skate out
of it unscathed. What she did is
wrong. Not only the hit and run,
but the lack of communication
with me and the people of North
Carolina as well. Her silence
speaks volumes of her character
and how she handles tough situa-
tions, I can only imagine how she
handles tough situations when it
comes to the duties and responsi-
bilities of being the state auditor.”

In an interview with WRAL-
TV in Raleigh, Valverde said he
didn’t discover the name of the
other driver until Jan. 6.

‘I'm just kind of in awe,

CJ FILE PHOTO

Valverde said. “One, like, how
could something happen like that?
And two, why would someone just
flee the scene like that? ... We trust
our government officials to be re-
sponsible in everything they do,
and I think that was very irrespon-
sible of her to flee the scene.”

Meanwhile, the N.C. Republi-
can Party is calling on Wood to re-
sign, and a billboard has gone up
in Youngsville making the same
demand.

Also, on Jan. 23, the Raleigh
News and Observer reported that
Wood’s spokesperson, Lane Ros-
en, resigned. Rosen said his resig-
nation was “already planned” and
“unrelated” to the accident, ac-
cording to the N&O.

Rosen posted a video on his
TikTok account in which he an-
nounced he was quitting his job.
“Come with me to quit my state
government job working as a com-
munications specialist for an elect-
ed official who just got charged
with a misdemeanor hit-and-run,’
Rosen said.

Reports say that damages to
the state-owned Toyota are esti-
mated to be well over $7,000, and
the state Department of Admin-
istration temporarily suspended
Wood’s vehicle assignment for the
time being.

Wood did not show up for her
initial hearing on Jan. 26 in ad-
ministrative court. Smith, her at-
torney, appeared instead before a
magistrate.

He told the magistrate that
Wood had waived a reading of the
charges against her.

The magistrate set a new hear-
ing date of March 23 at 2 p.m.

Stein takes early leap into the governor race with shot at Robinson

BY THERESA OPEKA

orth Carolina Attorney

| \ | General Josh Stein of-

ficially kicked off the

state’s 2024 race for governor on

Jan. 18 by tweeting out a video

that takes aim squarely at N.Cs

current lieutenant governor, and

possible opponent, Mark Robin-
son.

Stein hopes to succeed fellow
Democrat Roy Cooper. After two
consecutive terms, Cooper will be
ineligible to seek re-election. If
Stein were to win, he would fol-
low the same trajectory as Coo-
per, who was attorney general for
seventeen years before assuming
the governor’s office.

Cooper has so far declined to
endorse Stein or anyone else for
the governor’s race but did re-
lease the following statement:

“Josh Stein has worked to bat-
tle the opioid crisis and protect
consumers and he’s been an ex-
cellent attorney general for North
Carolina. I have two years left in
my term and right now, I'm fo-
cused on getting things done for
the people of this state.”

Democrat campaign consul-
tant Brad Crone, president of
Campaign Connections, told Car-
olina Journal in a phone inter-
view that Stein’s announcement
wasn’t surprising.

“Josh is getting out early hop-
ing to avoid any type of primary
situation whether it comes from
his left or whether it comes from
the African American base vot-
ers,” Crone told CJ. “He’s a very
well-respected litigator and at-
torney. Josh has an impeccable

TWITTER

N.C. Attorney General Josh Stein tweeted a video that takes aim square-

ly at Lt. Gov. Mark Robinson.

resume, and now his challenge is
to go out and sell himself to the
people of North Carolina on why
he would be a better governor
than (Lt. Gov.) Mark Robinson.”
The lieutenant governor, who
appears to be the lead Republi-
can candidate for governor, was a
target in Stein’s initial campaign
ad where he calls Robinson and
his supporters “.a different set
of bomb throwers” that “threat-
en our freedoms and our future.”
Stein’s ad shows footage of the
U.S. Capitol on Jan. 6, 2021.
“While some politicians spark
division, ignite hate, and fan
the flames of bigotry. Robinson
wants to tell you whom you can
marry, when you’ll be pregnant,
and whom you should hate,

Stein says in the ad.

Stein’s announcement is early
compared to past gubernatorial
races, as noted by Western Car-
olina University professor Chris
Cooper. He points out that rela-
tively recent candidates, includ-
ing Pat McCrory, Roy Cooper,
and Bev Purdue, kept their pow-
der dry until the fall before the
election year.

Stein was born in Washing-
ton, D.C. His family initially
moved to Charlotte before set-
tling in Chapel Hill. He worked
as a campaign manager and dep-
uty chief of staff for Senator John
Edwards from 1997-2000. He
later became a state senator for
District 16 from 2009-2016 be-
fore becoming attorney general

in 2017.

Although Stein would appear
to be the heir apparent to Coo-
per, polling released in December
shows voters aren’t so sure.

The left-wing non-profit Car-
olina Forward released ear-
ly polling in late November that
showed Stein leading with 22%
of Democrat primary voters fa-
voring him, followed by former
secretary of N.C. Department
of Health and Human Services
Mandy Cohen second (18%), and
newly elected U.S. Congressman
Jeff Jackson trailing not far be-
hind (12%). Another 39%, how-
ever, were undecided, and 9%
had another candidate in mind.

“It should be clear that Stein
is scared of a primary,” said Con-
rad Pogorzelski, political advisor,
president of Conservative Con-
nections, and former chief of staff
for Robinson. “He won his last
election by less than 15,000 votes
out of the more than 5 million
cast. He is hoping that by creat-
ing the narrative that it is him
against Robinson, he can avoid
a primary against Joan Higgin-
botham or Michael Regan.”

Among Republicans, Robin-
son had 54% of respondents in
the poll supporting him, particu-
larly in rural areas of the state, as
opposed to U.S. Sen. Thom Til-
lis (20%) and Treasurer Dale Fol-
well (4%).

“Folwell keeps talking about
it, so there could be a prima-
ry there,” Crone said. “I don’t see
any Republican candidate at this
point in time being able to defeat
Mark Robinson. He has such a
strong lock on his base vote with

conservatives, extreme conserva-
tives, and Christian nationalists
that I just don’t see anybody be-
ing able to break that grip.”

Folwell appeared on “Good
Morning BT” on Charlotte’s WBT
Radio in mid-January to discuss
the State Health Plan. He said he
has had concerns with Stein’s ac-
tions as attorney general.

“I've had concerns with the
attorney general and not repre-
senting us at the treasurer’s of-
fice, and those concerns were
true yesterday, theyre true to-
day, and especially tomorrow as
it relates to the cartelization of
healthcare,” Folwell told hosts
Bo Thompson and Beth Trout-
man. “That’s only one fingerprint
on the consolidation of health-
care in the hands of fewer and
fewer powerful people. Secondly,
I think people are stepping back
and asking themselves, why do
you have to go out and raise mil-
lions and millions of dollars for
a job that pays $140,000 a year?
What are those people expecting
for that money?”

Folwell was alluding to re-
ports that Stein has raised more
than $5 million and has near-
ly $4 million cash on hand (as of
mid-January) for his run for gov-
ernor.

“My name is out there, all
over the state about running for
governor and you know, just like
everybody else, there’ll be an an-
nouncement at the appropriate
time,” Folwell told WBT. “But the
main thing is a person shouldn’t
apply for a different job when
they haven’t done their current

”»

one.
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NC Medical Board audit raises patient safety concerns

BY THERESA OPEKA

performance audit re-
leased on Jan. 12 by State
uditor Beth Wood’s of-

fice regarding the North Carolina
Medical Board raised concerns
for patient safety across the state.

Auditors were denied access by
the board to the investigative re-
cords and supporting documenta-
tion necessary to obtain evidence
to perform an audit from July 1,
2019, through June 30, 2021.

They  couldnt  determine
whether NCMB’s investigations
were completed in accordance
with state law, board policies, and
regulatory best practices.

As a result, Wood’s office says
legislators and the public do not
know how well the board’s inves-
tigative process protected North
Carolinians from harm, such as
malpractice, and inappropriate be-
havior, such as sexual assault.

“We were absolutely prohibited
from being able to tell the Gener-
al Assembly and the governor and
the public that doctors who are a
threat to the citizens of North Car-
olina and the people they serve
and take care of that there is no
way to tell if those who are a threat
are being adequately investigated
and disciplined,” Wood told Caro-
lina Journal.

The audit’s objective was to an-
swer questions like if the board re-
viewed all complaints it received
against physicians, physician assis-
tants, and other medical providers
to determine if they warranted fur-
ther investigation.

Did the board complete investi-
gations of medical providers it re-
ceived complaints against within
the six-month timeframe required
by state law?

And did they report all of its
public actions on the board web-
site and do so in a timely manner?

Auditors could not test all
4,432 board investigations that oc-

curred during the period.

This occurred because the
board denied auditors access to its
investigative database, Thought-
Span, citing state law, which
states that all information relat-
ed to board investigations is to re-
main confidential and not subject
to release except in limited circum-
stances.

Wood’s office stated that this
is untrue and cited state law,
N.C.G.S. § 147-64.7(a)(1), which
says the auditor’s office shall have
access to persons and may exam-
ine and copy all books, records, re-

ports, vouchers,
correspondence,
files,  personnel

files, investments,
and any other doc-
umentation of any
state agency.

The law also

Auditors also
found examples

number, and all medical records
and interview notes used by the
board during its investigations.

Auditors were, however, able to
perform limited audit procedures
on board investigations that re-
sulted in public actions.

They tested the timeliness of
85 of 218 (89%) board investiga-
tions.

Auditors found that the board
did not complete 25 of the 85
(29%) investigations within six
months as required by state law.

They also found that the board
did not monitor and enforce all
disciplinary ac-
tions it imposed
on medical pro-
viders.

As a result,
there was an in-
creased risk that
medical provid-

says the informa- of providers ers whose actions
tion obtained and : threatened pa-
used by the Office llcenged t o tient safety could
of the State Audi- practice in continue serving
tor during an au- North Carolina patients.
dit is confidential, In one exam-
which would have w_ho_wc_ere ple, the board
included the infor- dlsmpllned prohibited Pro-
mation  request- bv other state vider A from
ed by OSA for this y dical b d treating patients
audit. medical boards. after finding ev-
The board did, idence that his
however, discuss treatment of two

with auditors the

possibility of pro-

viding access to ThoughtSpan if
auditors acted as the board’s con-
sultant.

Wood said entering into a con-
sulting agreement such as this
would have violated auditor in-
dependence as required by pro-
fessional auditing standards and
state law.

Instead, the board provided
heavily redacted documents in re-
sponse to auditor requests, includ-
ing the name, license number, and
contact information of the med-
ical provider, investigation case

pregnant patients

“failed to con-
form to the standards of accept-
able and prevailing medical prac-
tice.” One patient and her newborn
were subsequently hospitalized
with multiple complications.

Additionally, Provider A ad-
mitted he had failed to conform to
previous license limitations from
2015.

Auditors determined that as of
June 2022, Provider A continued
to maintain a website advertising
his medical practice, including a
recent patient testimonial and an
active phone number.

Auditors also found exam-
ples of providers licensed to prac-
tice in North Carolina who were
disciplined by other state medical
boards.

The North Carolina Medical
Practice Act grants the board the
power to discipline providers who
were disciplined in other states to
help protect North Carolinians,
known as reciprocal actions. How-
ever, the board delayed or took no
reciprocal public actions against
these providers.

This isn’t the first time there
have been issues with an audit of
the board.

A February 2021 audit found
that several providers continued to
serve Medicaid beneficiaries and
receive payment from the state
despite adverse actions from the
board, such as license suspensions
or revocations, that should have
prevented them from doing so.

Wood’s recommendations for
the board include allowing the Of-
fice of the State Auditor unrestrict-
ed access to all records and sup-
porting documentation necessary
to conduct an audit in accordance
with state law and professional au-
diting standards.

Also, the North Carolina Gen-
eral Assembly should consider in-
serting clarifying language or spe-
cifically exempting the Office of
the State Auditor from state law
that restricts access to medical
board records.

In addition, the board should
complete all investigations of
medical providers within the six-
month timeframe required by state
law, and it should monitor and en-
force disciplinary actions against
medical providers for the maxi-
mum protection of public health
and safety.

David Henderson, NCMB chief
executive officer, responded to
the audit by saying the board dis-
agreed with several findings.

“Our organization is concerned

that some of OSA’s findings and
recommendations misstate the re-
quirements of state law and, as
such, find fault with NCMB for
complying with its statutory obli-
gations,” he said.

Wood’s office said that NCMB
“made numerous inaccurate and
potentially  misleading  state-
ments” in the response, including
OSA’s request for changes to the
law to allow access to NCMB re-
cords ignores federal law that oth-
erwise prohibits OSA’s access to
private health information. The
auditor’s office says it’s not true
and that they are allowed access to
private health information during
their audits on a regular basis.

NCMB also said the auditor’s
office mistakenly states that N.C.
law requires investigations to con-
clude within six months, which
Wood’s office says is true unless a
written explanation is provided for
why a longer investigation is need-
ed.

“If you are the protector of
the health and safety as the med-
ical board, you would want to get
these done in six months or less,
so to interpret it that we can take
as long as we want?” Wood told
Carolina Journal. “No, that is not
the way the law reads, and that is
not the spirit of the law. But again,
it’s them spinning things because
they’ve pretty much been caught
with their pants down.”

Henderson’s response also said
the board would explore hiring an
independent firm to perform its
own audit.

If the NCMB doesn’t grant full
access, even if the General Assem-
bly clarifies the law that gives the
auditor’s office access, Wood said
she would subpoena the informa-
tion and go to court.

If the public is concerned
about the report, Wood urged peo-
ple to contact their legislators and
ask them to look at clarifying the
law.

House rule change could impact
whether legislature can override vetoes

BY CJ STAFF

ov. Roy Cooper spoke out
Grecently against a move

by N.C. House Republi-
cans that would amend a rule
regarding overriding governor
vetoes. Previously, to override a
veto, legislators needed to wait
“until the second legislative day
following notice of its placement
on the calendar,” creating a min-
imum of 48 hours before House
members could vote on an over-
ride. Newly adopted House Res-
olution 1 does not contain the
rule.

State lawmakers returned to
Raleigh in January for the new
legislative session, where they
took their oaths of office and laid
out temporary rules for the ses-
sion.

In the N.C. House, Republi-
cans now hold 71 out of 120 seats,
one seat shy of a veto-proof super-
majority. It would take 72 out of
120 votes, or three-fifths, to over-
ride a veto from Cooper.

During his time in office, Coo-
per has vetoed more bills than

all previous N.C. governors com-
bined.

Gov. Roy Cooper opposes a rule change that could affect his vetoes.

“Not letting the public know
when veto override votes will oc-
cur slaps democracy in the face
and deceives citizen legislators
who have overlapping work, fam-
ily, and constituent responsibil-
ities they could change if they
had proper notice,” Cooper said
in a statement. “It’s a shame that

House Republican leaders be-
lieve they can only override a veto
through deception, surprise, and
trickery.”

“Members are elected to serve
and be present for all legisla-
tive business,” Rep. Destin Hall,
R-Caldwell, who chairs the House
Rules Committee, said in re-
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sponse to Cooper’s statement. “All
members receive ample notice for
votes whenever they are planned.
We will pursue the will of the ma-
jority regardless of the governor’s
opinions.”

Under the new rule, Demo-
crats would need to be careful
about skipping voting sessions if
they want to uphold Cooper’s ve-
toes. If even one Democrat votes
with the Republicans, or if two
don’t show up, Republicans would
be able to override.

On the floor of the House, Hall
implied these changes to the rules
might be temporary. Hall said
he and Minority Leader Robert
Reives, D-Chatham, had spoken
about passing a permanent rules
package in February.

“A debate on our rules pack-
age will come potentially at some
point. But today is not that day.
Today is a day for celebration,”
Hall said, referring to the swear-
ing-in ceremonies for newly-elect-
ed members.

Reives told reporters that the
rule change “holds people hos-
tage” and reflects poorly on the
state, according to WRAL.

However, Reives agreed with

Hall that the rules debate could
wait. “As much as I'd love to re-
gale you with the opposition that
I have, I won’t do that. But we do
look forward to having that de-
bate,” he said.

House Speaker Tim Moore,
R-Cleveland, said “ambush” votes
are “not something we're looking
at.”

Moore alluded that Republi-
cans do not need to overcome ma-
ny votes in a veto-override sit-
uation. “Before we put an over-
ride vote on the floor, we're gonna
know we have the votes,” Moore
said.

Some issues that may require
overriding Cooper’s veto this
year include voter ID, new abor-
tion laws, sports betting, school
choice, and Second Amendment
legislation.

“Despite Speaker Moore’s bad-
faith attempts to bend the rules to
consolidate his own power, North
Carolina Democrats are prepared
to stand up to bad Republican
bills and uphold Governor Coo-
per’s veto,” said current Demo-
cratic party chairwoman and for-
mer state Rep. Bobbie Richard-
son.
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Truitt announces updates to Operation Polaris

BY DAVID BASS

orth Carolina Superin-
tendent of Public In-
struction Catherine Tru-

itt has released an update on
Operation Polaris, a four-year
plan for strengthening student
outcomes across the state.

Operation Polaris was initial-
ly released in September 2021.
The “north star” of the plan is that
“every student deserves a highly
qualified, excellent teacher in ev-
ery classroom.” In an update an-
nounced Jan. 10, Truitt outlined
accomplishments and revisions to
the plan.

A key update centers on prog-
ress around literacy instruction. A
core part of Operation Polaris is
to “equip all pre-K through fifth-
grade teachers, literacy coaches,
and administrators with early lit-
eracy instruction methods ground-
ed in the body of research known
as the ‘science of reading’ to ensure
all children are reading to learn be-
fore the fourth grade,” according to
the report.

Based off legislation approved
by the General Assembly in 2021
and using both state and federal
COVID relief funds, the N.C. De-
partment of Public Instruction
has overseen the training of more
than 44,000 kindergarten through
fifth-grade educators across the
state in the Language Essentials

North Carolina Superintendent of Public Instruction Catherine Truitt updates her student outcomes plan.

for Teachers of Reading and Spell-
ing — or LETRS — professional
learning curriculum.
Accountability and testing are
also emphasized with a focus on
“preparedness for the workforce,
higher education, and robust civ-
ic participation” among students.

Another focus is to remedy pan-
demic-related learning loss — to
“develop and curate programs, pol-
icies, and interventions related
to learning recovery to provide a
menu of solutions for districts and
schools”

“Operation Polaris continues to

serve as a long-term, proactive and
forward-thinking vision for ed-
ucation in the state and one that
evolves to fit the challenges and
changes facing the state’s public
schools,” said Truitt in a statement.
“Many initiatives outlined in the
first iteration of Operation Polar-

Many initiatives
outlined in the
first iteration of
Operation Polaris
are well underway,
and others, such
as strengthening
literacy and
workforce
development, have
been enhanced or
added as our work
to date has led us to
new solutions.

- Catherine Truitt
N.C. Superintendent of
Public Education

is are well underway, and others,
such as strengthening literacy and
workforce development, have been
enhanced or added as our work to
date has led us to new solutions.”

“There is still much work to
be done,” Truitt added, “but Op-
eration Polaris is helping us chart
a steady course to continued im-
provement of North Carolina’s
schools and to improved outcomes
for all students.”

Lawmakers set to address K-12 public
education reforms in new session

BY DAVID BASS

ig changes could be in
Bstore for K-12 education

across North Carolina as
lawmakers convene for the 2023
session of the General Assembly.

Republican leadership in both
chambers of the legislature has
signaled a focus on such prior-
ities as reversing pandemic-in-
duced learning loss, expanding
the menu of educational choic-
es available to parents, raising
teacher pay, and boosting paren-
tal rights in education.

“Parents across North Caro-
lina want a greater say in their
child’s education — from be-
ing involved and knowledgeable
about the curriculum, to the op-
portunity to send their child to a
school that fits that child’s edu-
cational needs,” said Senate lead-
er Phil Berger, R-Rockingham, in
his opening-day remarks Jan. 11.
“Our schools must be focused on
serving students and parents.”

Rep. Jon Hardister, R-Guil-
ford, chair of the House Appro-
priations Committee for Educa-
tion in the new session, told Car-
olina Journal that lawmakers’ pri-
mary goal “is to ensure that chil-
dren are getting caught up after
learning loss due to school clo-
sures.”

“Promoting career and tech-
nical education in secondary ed-
ucation will be a major focus as
we encourage students to consid-
er multiple career pathways. In-
creasing teacher compensation,
enhancing school safety mea-
sures, and expanding mental

Rep. Brisson

BLACKWELL

Rep. Hugh Blackwell, R-Burke has filed a proposed state constitutional amendment that would make mem-
bers of the N.C. Board of Education elected rather than appointed.

health services for students will
be a top priority,” Hardister add-
ed.

In a phone interview with CJ,
Rep. Hugh Blackwell, R-Burke,
chair of the House K-12 Educa-
tion Committee, listed a number
of priorities.

Those include raising teach-
er pay, strengthening the princi-
pal preparation program, pass-
ing a constitutional amendment
to make the state superintendent
of public instruction head of the

N.C. State Board of Education,
raising literacy proficiency in the
upper grade levels, and creating
innovative new ways to hire tutors
for students left behind by pan-
demic-era classroom closures.
Meanwhile, Democrats have
said they will make fully funding
the Leandro plan — to the tune of
$5.6 billion — their top priority as
the minority party. Berger alluded
to the school funding dispute in
his opening-day remarks, saying,
“Success in education policy is

about more than hitting some ar-
bitrary funding goal. This isn’t a
partisan issue. We must come to-
gether to ensure that our students
can read and have the opportuni-
ty for a quality education.”

Reversing learning loss

Recent test scores, including
the results of the National Assess-
ment of Education Progress, show
that students continue to strug-

CJ FILE PHOTO

gle with learning loss. One step
lawmakers could take to reverse
that trend is by encouraging lo-
cal N.C. school districts to allocate
unspent COVID-19 relief dol-
lars earmarked to remedy learn-
ing loss.

“North Carolina has re-
ceived over $6.2 billion in feder-
al COVID relief funding,” noted
Robert Luebke, director of the
Center for Effective Education
at the John Locke Foundation.
“To date, our schools have spent
about $3.8 billion on COVID re-
lief, while about $2.4 billion of
those funds remains unspent.”

About $1.7 billion of school
spending — or about 47% of all
spending so far — has gone to-
ward salaries. About $967 million
of that amount was paid in bonus
pay.

Department of Public Instruc-
tion data show that local edu-
cation agencies have spent only
about $31 million — less than 1%
of all COVID funds spent state-
wide so far — on “tutorial pay.”

Luebke suggested devoting
additional dollars to specialized
tutoring as a viable pathway for-
ward.

Parents’ Bill of Rights

Another objective likely to re-
surface this session is passing a
Parents’ Bill of Rights, which sup-
porters say is needed to protect
children and ensure that parents

continued PAGE 12
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New NC Supreme Court could
rehear redlstrlctmg, voter ID cases

BY MITCH KOKAI

he new Republican-led
TN.C. Supreme Court has

an early opportunity to re-
verse major party-line rulings
handed down in the old court’s
closing days.

GOP legislative leaders have
asked the state’s highest court to
rehear cases involving election
maps and voter ID. At press time,
the court had not announced
whether it would grant lawmak-
ers’ request.

Separate petitions filed Jan.
20 asked the Supreme Court to
reconsider both the Harper w.
Hall and Holmes v. Moore cas-
es. That date was the last possi-
ble opportunity for lawmakers to
request a rehearing under court
rules.

The old court handed down
4-3 party-line decisions in both
cases on Dec. 16. The high court’s
Democrats outvoted Republican
colleagues in Harper to throw out
the state Senate election map. In
the Holmes case, Democratic jus-
tices ruled the state’s 2018 photo
voter identification law unconsti-
tutional.

Little more than two weeks af-
ter those decisions, Democratic
Justices Robin Hudson and Sam
“Jimmy” Ervin IV left the bench.
Republicans had swept Novem-
ber’s statewide judicial elections,
and new Justices Trey Allen and
Richard Dietz joined the Supreme
Court on Jan. 1.

In the new year, the state Su-
preme Court’s partisan split
changed from 4-3 in favor of
Democrats to 5-2 in favor of Re-
publicans. Rehearings could lead
to reversals of the court’s Decem-
ber rulings.

“The Constitution of North
Carolina vests redistricting au-
thority with ‘the General Assem-
bly,” wrote Phillip Strach, an at-
torney representing Republican
legislative leaders in Harper v.

N.C. Supreme Court Associate Justice Richard Dietz takes his oath of office on Jan. 1.

Hall.

“[TThis Court in 2015 conclud-
ed that so-called ‘political’ or ‘par-
tisan’ gerrymandering claims are
‘not based upon a justiciable stan-
dard[.]’ The U.S. Supreme Court
reached the same conclusion un-
der the federal Constitution four
years later.”

“In Harper v. Hall, a majori-
ty of this Court changed course,
holding that political redistricting
‘violate[s] every individual voter’s
fundamental right to vote on equal
terms. This was the least plausible
case in State history to announce
that rule,” according to legislators’
petition.

When the Supreme Court’s
four Democratic justices threw
out state House, state Senate, and
congressional maps in February
2022, a ruling called Harper I,
they released an opinion “long in
idealistic verbiage” but “short in
concrete guidance” for lawmakers

attempting to draw constitution-
ally acceptable maps, according to
the petition.

December’s decision in the
case, Harper 11, led to just one of
three replacement, or remedial
maps, surviving the court’s scru-
tiny. That was a state House map
that had won bipartisan support
in the General Assembly.

The Democrat-dominated
court rejected two other maps, for
state Senate and Congress, despite
lawmakers’ attempts to apply the
same court guidance to all three
maps.

“That result is simply perplex-
ing,” Strach wrote. “Only the four
members of the Harper II major-
ity can or will know a gerryman-
der when they see it; everyone
else must await their Delphic pro-
nouncement.”

“The Harper experiment has
failed, and it is time for this Court
to recognize that, correct its er-

rors, and return to the Constitu-
tion and this State’s traditional
modes of interpretation,” Strach
wrote. “This rehearing Petition
gives this Court a much needed
opportunity to address the root of
the problem: Harper I was based
on profoundly flawed legal princi-
ples”

In the voter ID case, legislators
also petition the state Supreme
Court to reconsider its initial rul-
ing. The court threw out a 2018
law based on Senate Bill 824.

“The majority’s conclusion that
the General Assembly enacted
S.B. 824 to entrench Republicans
by targeting African Americans is
without foundation in competent
evidence and constructed with le-
gal error,” wrote attorney Nicole
Moss. “Most egregiously, the ma-
jority repeated the mistake of the
trial court by failing to accord the
General Assembly the presump-
tion of good faith.”

CJ FILE PHOTO

The Harper experiment
has failed, and it is
time for this Court to
recognize that, correct
its errors, and return

to the Constitution

and this State’s
traditional modes of
interpretation.

- Phillip Strach
Attorney

Supreme Court Democrats in-
stead linked the 2018 law to an
earlier voter ID law struck down
by a federal Appeals Court, Moss
wrote.

That decision, “like an anchor
around the neck of the General
Assembly, mak[es] it all but im-
possible for it to enact a photo vot-
er ID law that would pass consti-
tutional muster. If Holmes is left
uncorrected, ... the General As-
sembly will be hamstrung in its
constitutionally required obliga-
tions going forward from a funda-
mentally flawed decision.”

State lawmakers already plan
to redraw the congressional elec-
tion map for 2024. A rehearing
could determine whether the leg-
islature will redraw other maps.

The N.C. Constitution re-
quires voter ID, though that pro-
vision is the subject of a separate
legal challenge in N.C. NAACP v.
Moore. If the constitutional vot-
er ID requirement stands, law-
makers would need to prevail in
a Holmes v. Moore rehearing or
approve a new voter ID law.

Blue Cross Blue Shield ousted from State Health Plan

BY THERESA OPEKA

fter more than 40 years,
Blue Cross and Blue
hield of North Carolina

will no longer be the third-par-
ty administrator for the State
Health Plan come Jan. 1, 2025.
State Treasurer Dale Folwell an-
nounced on Jan. 4 in a press re-
lease that Aetna has been award-
ed the Third-Party Administra-
tive (TPA) Services Contract for
the Health Plan. They beat out
BCBSNC and UMR, a health in-
surance company based in Wis-
consin.

“Partnering with Aetna, which
already employs over 10,000 peo-
ple in North Carolina, will create
a lot of new opportunities for the
Plan and the members we serve,”
Folwell said in the press release. “A
change of this magnitude is a great
opportunity for a fresh perspective,
and we look forward to working
closely with Aetna to create new
ways to provide price transparency,
increase access and quality while

Aetna is awarded the TPA Services Contract for the State health Plan.

lowering the cost of health care for
those who teach, protect and serve,
and taxpayers like them.”

Folwell told Carolina Journal
in a phone interview that poten-
tial contractors were asked to bid
based on the same set of rules, and
considerations included cost-sav-
ing and technical requirements to

keep the SHP solvent.

“We have no choice but to drive
transparency, higher quality, high-
er access, and lower cost into our
state health plan,” he said.

Folwell said the selection fol-
lowed a Request for Proposals, a
competitive bid process in which
the Plan solicited and selected in-
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dustry-leading partners who re-
ported exceptional customer ser-
vice, technological resources, and
professional support. The services
under the contract include pro-
cessing claims and offering a com-
prehensive network of healthcare
providers.

In a press release, the Treasur-
er’s office characterized the deal
with Aetna as a “partnership that
focuses on transparency and lower
costs” The press release also said
there are potential administrative
cost savings of $140 million over
the life of the five-year contract.

UMR and BCBSNC protest-
ed the decision, with BCBSNC
saying that the proposal evalua-
tions were based on “arbitrary cri-
teria and a distorted scoring sys-
tem.” BCBSNC'’s objections to the
award centered on changes to the
evaluation criteria since the 2019
RFP cycle. According to the sub-
mission, cost criteria changed from
a 10,000-point scale to a 10-point
scale. For the 310 technical ques-
tions in the RFP, answers could

only be “yes/no.” According to the
protest, bidders were not allowed
to submit narrative answers in
2022, as they were in 2019.

“The Plan took a complex de-
cision — selecting the third-par-
ty administrator for a health plan
that covers hundreds of thousands
of North Carolinians — and tried
to turn it into a checklist. That ap-
proach ignored critical issues that
will affect the welfare of the State
and the welfare of the Plan’s mem-
bers,” BCBSNC wrote in the pro-
test.

BCBSNC also took issue
with Folwell’s description of the
third-party administrator contract
as a “back-office” role.

“The Plan’s third-party admin-
istration is not a back-office func-
tion. Instead, the third-party ad-
ministrator has responsibilities
that play a central role in defin-
ing member benefits. The adminis-
trator must also deliver a provider

continued PAGE 12
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Rolling
blackouts...

continued from PAGE 1

spokesman said that during the
energy shortfall, “solar generation
performed as expected but was not
available to meet the peak demand
since the peak occurred before sun-
rise” According to energy poli-
cy expert Jon Sanders of the Cen-
ter for Food, Power, and Life at the
John Locke Foundation, the fail-
ures highlight our power grid's ca-
pacity crisis.

"If it were cloudy, or if the cold
snap had been followed with a
snow event, we’d have gotten noth-
ing from solar at all,” Sanders said.
"Even so, it still would have been
accurate to say, 'solar performed
as expected. Because no one would
expect solar to produce overnight
or in cloudy or inclement weath-
er, which is what we take for grant-
ed from nuclear, natural gas, and
coal.”

“Normalizing” rolling
blackouts

During the blackouts and the
days that followed, Duke Energy
thanked consumers for conserva-
tion efforts and warned them that
it could happen again. However,
weather conditions at that time
were not unusual. It was colder
than usual, but there was no bliz-
zard or hurricane. The incident
highlighted a messaging strategy
in a Cooper opinion editorial that
said renewable energy performed
“as expected” during “rotating out-
ages.” The strategy appears to at-
tempt a normalization of black-
outs as environmental groups
push to replace the existing pow-
er generation infrastructure with
renewable, yet intermittent, forms
of energy generation.

“To be very clear: Rolling
blackouts are not now, nor have
they been, normal in the U.S.]
said Sanders. “Electric custom-
ers would be incensed, given their
current expectation of power at
the flip of a switch. There are on-
ly two ways to go: Change the plan
to destabilize the grid with polit-
ically favored renewables or try
to change people’s idea of normal
grid operations.”

Without the backup sources
in place, Sanders says North Car-
olina could find itself in the same
predicament created by California
Gov. Gavin Newsom’s plan to tran-
sition the state toward renewable
energy sources and scale back nat-
ural gas. Under Newsom’s leader-
ship, the state built wind and so-
lar plants without more dispatch-
able backup energy. The shortfalls
have normalized rolling blackouts
for millions of Californians.

“Cooper’s energy plan, heavy
promotion of unreliable ener-
gy sources, opposition to build-
ing new natural gas pipelines even
though solar and wind facilities
need natural gas for backup gen-
eration, and opposition to nucle-
ar power threaten to make Califor-
nia-style rolling blackouts a Caro-
lina reality,” Sanders wrote in the
John Locke Foundation’s Policy
Solutions manual.

The carbon plans

December’s rolling blackouts
could be a wake-up call for law-
makers and utility experts who are
in the midst of planning for the
long-term reliability of North Car-
olina’s electrical grid.

Levelized Cost of Electricity
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Duke Energy Carolinas (DUK) electricity generation by
energy source (12/21/2022 - 12/28/2022, Eastern Time)
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The legislation House Bill 951,
passed by the N.C. General As-
sembly in 2021, implements Coo-
per’s executive order that requires
the state’s carbon emissions to be
70% below 2005 levels by 2030
and net zero carbon output by
2050. H.B. 951 directs the North
Carolina Utilities Commission to
come up with a Carbon Plan to
meet those goals but also requires
that the plan use “reasonable” and
“least-cost” methods that would
“maintain and improve upon the
reliability of the grid.” The order
provides a two-year window for
adding nuclear or offshore wind
because those sources take longer
to get permitting.

With the final Carbon Plan in
development, December’s black-
outs provided a real-life litmus
test for grid reliability and all its
energy generation sources, If poli-
cy makers are willing to accept the
results.

Just hours before their statuto-
rily required deadline on Dec. 30,
2022, and days after the black-

outs, the N.C. Utilities Commis-
sion released its proposed Carbon
Plan to address H.B. 951. Despite
the low-profile holiday release,
the plan was met with resounding
criticism from both sides of the
clean energy debate, who said it
was neither “reasonable” nor “low-
est cost.”

At the heart of the NCUC
plan is retiring all coal-fired pow-
er plants by 2035. These plants
generate more than 9,000 mega-
watts. To replace the energy gener-
ation of those plants, the plan in-
cludes building more renewable
sources to maintain output, plus
the backup sources for those solar
and wind systems. But if the plan
is to be compliant with the law, it
would not meet the “least-cost”
criteria.

According to the Institute for
Energy Research, the levelized
cost of energy for existing coal-
fired power plants is less than half
that of new solar and wind facili-
ties, plus their required backup
generation. In their report, exist-

B
£

24 Dec 26 Dec 28 Dec
2022 2022 2022
=== Hydro === Other = Natural =—Coal === Nuclear

locke?

ing coal-fired power plants can
generate electricity at an average
LCOE of $41 per megawatt-hour,
gas power plants can generate
electricity at an average LCOE of
$36 per MWh, new wind resourc-
es are $90 per MWh, and new so-
lar resources are $88.7 per MWh.

“Households could pay $400-
500 a year more for the same
amount of electricity they were al-
ready getting, and the increases
in commercial and industrial bills
would be much higher,” said Sand-
ers.
The NCUC plan reflected large
parts of the four carbon plans
Duke Energy offered in October
for the NCUC to consider. Sand-
ers says none of Duke Energy’s
proposed portfolios would actu-
ally meet the law because they re-
ly too much on renewables and do
not invest in zero-emissions nucle-
ar and low-emissions natural gas.

Environmental activists aren’t
happy with Duke’s carbon plans
either, saying they dont go far
enough with renewables.

“What Duke calls its Car-
bon Plan is really an antiquated
20th-century dirty energy plan
which will limit the amount of so-
lar that can be installed in N.C.,
cost ratepayers far more than nec-
essary, preserve Duke’s corrupt
monopoly, wed N.C. to expensive
fracked gas for decades to come,
and violate N.C. law,” said Steve
Norris of the N.C. Alliance to Pro-
tect our People and the Places We
Live, in a statement. “The N.C.
Utilities Commission has a moral
and statutory responsibility to re-
ject Duke’s plan, and require Duke
to take full advantage of solar,
wind, and battery storage resourc-
es with a just transition to renew-
ables that is accessible and afford-
able for all.”

In a filing to the Utilities Com-
mission over the summer, Sand-
ers and Center of the American
Experiment analysts Isaac Orr
and Mitch Rolling proposed mak-
ing greater use of nuclear power
to provide both clean and reliable
electricity to our growing state’s
households and businesses.

Although this plan would re-
quire delaying the 2032 goal, it
would achieve the 2050 goal, in-
cluding a phase-out of coal and
natural gas.

Can we pay for it?

The debate over tomorrow’s
energy infrastructure comes as
costs are skyrocketing for North
Carolinians today. According to
the Bureau of Labor Statistics, en-
ergy prices in the U.S. have risen
13.1% over the last 12 months.

The price increases are expect-
ed to continue, with the National
Energy Assistance Directors As-
sociation forecasting that the av-
erage cost to heat a household will
increase by 17.2% this winter.

Further complicating the issue,
on Dec. 3, 2022, a Moore County
substation was the target of van-
dalism that plunged the Sandhills
region of the state into darkness
during the peak holiday shopping
season. More than 4,000 homes
and businesses were without pow-
er for almost five days.

Federal and state investiga-
tors have not made arrests in the
attack, but it did raise important
questions on not just the reliabil-
ity of the state’s power grid but its
security from sabotage.

Warning of such a threat arose
nearly a decade ago in a federal
Energy Regulatory Commission
report that found a coordinat-
ed attack on nine of the nation’s
55,000 electric transmission sub-
stations would create a nationwide
blackout.

“In instances with physical
damage to grid components, such
as an event that damages many
substations, it could take months
or years to fully restore the equip-
ment,” a Government Accounting
Office report warned in 2019. To-
day, there are no federal require-
ments for security at substations.

One of the first bills filed when
the General Assembly gaveled in
the long session in January was
House Bill 21, from Rep. Ben
Moss, R-Moore, which would re-
quire all utilities to install security
systems at all substations.

“This is not isolated to North
Carolina; this is a national issue,
so we must take it very seriously.
As we are waiting for any regula-
tions coming from the federal gov-
ernment, I felt the need as a law-
maker, after watching what hap-
pened to the citizens I represent,
we needed a starting point,” Moss
said. “Hopefully, we will be able
to work with energy providers to
make our energy grid more secure
that it is at this time.”
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Follow the
money...

continued from PAGE 1

count for nearly 25% of his cam-
paign funds in 2016. The mon-
ey has helped him not only claim
the governor’s office but shuffle off
campaign money to Democrats
across the state vying for seats in
the N.C. General Assembly and
elsewhere.

Cooper was the beneficiary of
nearly $3.5 million in independent
expenditures from green energy
groups for his gubernatorial elec-
tions in 2016 and 2020. Organi-
zations such as the N.C. League of
Conservation Voters, Environment
America Action Fund, and the
Conservation Voters PAC dropped
roughly $2 million in the last
few months of the 2016 election
against then-Gov. Pat McCrory.

The green agenda coming from
N.C. Democrats, led by Cooper, has
manifested in not just his execu-
tive orders but an entire industry
of public relations writers, think
tanks, activists, and climate scien-
tists who have set up shop across
the state, where they find a friendly
face in the executive mansion.

Environmental groups have in-
vested well outside of campaign
contributions and lobbying in or-
der to establish favorable policies.
We have seen major investments in
special-interest groups and even so
much as establishing grants for lo-
cal newspapers to hire friendly re-
porters to cover environmental is-
sues.

Follow the Money _

DUKE ENERGY
CAROLINAS
$5,400.00
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The most impactful of Coo-
per’s climate-driven agenda is
Executive Order 271, requir-
ing the N.C. Utilities Commis-
sion to initiate a “swift transi-
tion to a clean energy economy

by developing a Carbon Plan that
would reduce carbon emissions by
70% from 2005 levels by 2030 and
reach carbon neutrality by 2050
Other directives include the state
government moving to electric ve-
hicles and increasing the number
of EVs sold here. The orders give
the N.C. Utilities Commission and
the N.C. Department of Environ-
mental Quality an unprecedented
to-do list and the power to shape
the state’s economic future.

The N.C. Utilities Commission
is full of Cooper appointees, except
one, who was appointed by former
Democrat Gov. Bev Perdue and re-
appointed by Cooper.

The Commission’s latest pro-
posal, the Carbon Plan, was re-
leased on Dec. 30. It attempts to
enact Cooper’s executive order and
a state law, House Bill 951, passed
in 2021 by the legislature to put
guardrails on the energy plan. The
law requires that regulators use re-
liable and low-cost energy genera-
tion methods to achieve carbon re-
duction goals. According to energy
policy experts, the Carbon Plan not
only fails to meet the law; its basic
math just doesn’t work.

“The mandate in NCUC’s Car-
bon Plan that accelerates retire-
ment of 9,000 megawatts of base-
load coal generation represents
nearly 30% of Duke Energy’s gen-
eration portfolio,” said Amy Cooke,
CEO of the John Locke Foun-
dation and an energy policy ex-
pert. “In their proposal, NCUC or-
dered 2,350 megawatts of new so-

CLIMATE REALITY
ACTION FUND
$1,503,896.38

Gov. Roy Cooper signs electric vehicle Executive Order.

lar generation that require expen-
sive transmission and infrastruc-
ture upgrades to accommodate
the intermittent resources. That’s
on top of massive taxpayer-funded
subsidies. Solar’s biggest problem
is that it has a ‘maximum depend-
able capacity of 0 MW. Transla-
tion: It’'s 100% unreliable. No wor-
ries. NCUC has us covered with a
directive to build 1,600 megawatts
of battery storage. Currently, Duke
has two battery storage units, 18
megawatts in Florida and 5 mega-
watts in Indiana.”

The NCUC Carbon Plan of-
fers natural gas as “bridge” fuel un-
til more wind, solar, and batteries
can be developed and allows for
2,000 megawatts of new natural
gas. Still, the current natural gas
availability is all tapped. The infra-
structure for more doesn’t exist af-
ter climate activist groups flexed
political muscle in shutting down
the proposed 600-mile Atlantic
Coast Pipeline in 2018.

During the fight over the ACP,
Cooper negotiated control of a
$57.8 million fund from a utili-
ty coalition building the pipeline.
The Civitas Institute filed a state
ethics complaint against Cooper,
seeking an investigation into the
fund and whether it amounted to
a gift from the utilities in exchange
for approval to build.

“Not only is there a question
that these funds could be consid-
ered an illegal gift under the State
Government Ethics Act’s gift ban,
but they might trickle into proj-
ects or accounts that benefit the
governor and/or his political cam-
paigns,” said then-Civitas Presi-
dent Donald Bryson, who is now
president of the John Locke Foun-
dation

The N.C. State Board of Elec-
tions dismissed the complaint
without notifying the Civitas In-
stitute. Cooper still took heat from
the environmental left over the
pipeline and the permits to build it
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until it was finally canceled.

“Agenda-driven  environmen-
talists both inside and outside gov-
ernment have prevented necessary
expansion,” said Cooke, also noting
that Duke Energy Progress cus-
tomers pay nearly 20% more for
electricity than Duke Energy Car-
olinas customers, because Progress
comprises more solar generation
and less nuclear than Carolinas.

Cooke has concerns about the
numbers behind the Carbon Plan.
“NCUC provides no fiscal analy-
sis,” she said. “We have no idea how
much this will cost ratepayers. But
Duke just requested the first big
plan-induced rate hike. The NCUC
blew its opportunity. It ignored
ratepayer protection guardrails,
gave a lifeline to intermittent solar,
and punted on dispatchable, base-
load generation.”

Cooper is off the ballot in 2024
due to term limits. He has not en-
dorsed a Democrat successor, but
there is speculation that North
Carolina’s Michael Regan, cur-
rent administrator of the U.S. En-
vironmental Protection Agen-
cy, could come back to run in the
state’s gubernatorial primary. Re-
gan previously served as secretary
of the state’s Department of Envi-
ronmental Quality in Cooper’s first
term as governor. Putting a feder-
al EPA leader in North Carolina’s
governor’s mansion could cement
Cooper’s green agenda in N.C. poli-
cy for generations to come.

Editor’s Note: This story was up-
dated on February 27, 2023 to re-
Slect the ownership of land hous-
ing a Nash County solar farm as
being Will Clark Properties, LLC.,
now managed by Meredith Cooper,
Gov. Roy Cooper’s sister-in-law.

COOPER'S GREEN AGENDA

v

INDEPENDENT
EXPENDITURES
BENEFITING COOPER

Follow the Money

TOTAL GREEN MONEY
BENEFITING COOPER & STEIN
$3,537,011.01

CONSERVATION
VOTERS PAC
$1,871,090.91

NC LEAGUE OF
CONSERVATION VOTERS FOR OUR FUTURE
$3,448.56 $70,675.58
o
SIERRA CLUB
$345.16
NEXGEN CLIMATE
ACTION COMMITTEE, NC
$12,424.35
ENVIRONMENT o
AMERICA
ACTION FUND ENVIRONMENTAL
$36,639.75 ACTION
I $500.00
[ ]
NCENERGY  NC Sslgg?ffo_AszUB
WORKERS PAC 1235,
$5,100.00 ®



THE CAROLINA JOURNAL | FEBRUARY/MARCH 2023

12 CONTINUED

Education
reforms

continued from PAGE 8

know what their kids are being
taught in public schools.

A measure passed the Sen-
ate in 2022 but was shelved in
the House because the Repub-
lican majority was unable to se-
cure enough support from Dem-
ocrats to guarantee a success-
ful veto override vote. But with a
supermajority in the Senate and
a working supermajority in the
House, Republicans have a bet-
ter shot at making a Parents’ Bill

State Health
Plan...

continued from PAGE 9

network with the strength, depth,
and reach to offer high-quality, ac-
cessible health care to Plan mem-
bers”

Despite the protests and ap-
peals, on Jan. 20, the SHP an-
nounced that it had rejected pro-
test appeals for the Third-Par-
ty Administrative Services (TPA)
contract from BCBSNC and
UMR.

State Treasurer Dale Folwell
said in a press release that after
finding that the assertions made
by both losing bidders were with-
out merit, the Plan’s interim ex-
ecutive director, Sam Watts, no-
tified both bidders that their ap-
peals had been rejected. The re-
lease said that this concludes the

Parents’ Bill of
Rights

continued from PAGE 4

alized. Parents are standing up
and reminding everyone of their
right to control their child’s ed-
ucation and their commitment

Asheville water

Crisis

continued from PAGE 3

the city wasn’t doing enough to re-
pair and improve the system. The
other is that a large portion of
those served by the water system
do not live in Asheville, so they
can’t vote to make changes to the
city-run system.

“Around 40% of the users of
the Asheville system do not live
within the City of Asheville,” Mc-
Grady said. “Therefore, if they
have water problems, they really
don’t have anywhere to go. These
municipal systems are not regu-
lated in the same way that a pri-
vate water company would be, so
they don’t have the option of vot-
ing out the mayor and council if
they’re not providing good water
or enough water.

“Forty percent of those utility
customers really have no recourse
here when there are problems. I
think that’s a serious issue.”

of Rights a reality this year.
Polling has shown a major-
ity of N.C. voters support the
provisions in a Parents’ Bill of
Rights. A WRAL/Survey USA
poll showed that 58% of adults
support legislation that would
ban instruction about sexual ori-
entation or gender identity is-
sues for students in kindergarten
through third grade, with 45%
strongly in favor.
A Civitas Poll put overall
support for the Parents’ Bill of
Rights at 57%.

Constitutional changes

Blackwell has filed a proposed
state constitutional amendment
that would make members of the

protest process, and the Plan is
moving forward under the new
contract with Aetna.
“Responding to a Request for
Proposal (RFP) is completely
voluntary,” said Watts. “Arguing
that if the questions were asked
in a different way or graded dif-
ferently the outcome would have
been different is not how procure-
ment works.”

Folwell stressed that BCBS
has never set premiums or deter-
mined what benefits are covered,
but the Plan’s Board of Trustees
has the authority to do that. Plans
that are already in place will not
be impacted. That includes pre-
miums, copays, and deductibles.

“It’s embarrassing to see enti-
ties trying to confuse our mem-
bers by falsely advertising infor-
mation regarding Plan benefits,
which only leads to unnecessary
member confusion,” Folwell said.

“Blue Cross NC believes that
its bid to the State Health Plan
serves the best interests of the
Plan’s members,” said Sara Lang,
a spokesperson for BCBSNC, in

to working alongside teachers
and administrators to give their
children the best possible edu-
cation.”

Dozens of other states have
either passed or are consider-
ing legislation similar to North

Carolina's Parents’ Bill of Rights
proposals.

Georgia lawmakers passed a
measure stipulating that parents
have the right to see the curric-
ulum their children are learning.

McGrady previously helped
to craft 2013 legislation (House
Bill 488) aimed at fixing the
Asheville water system infra-
structure, along with fellow Re-
publicans: state Sen. Tim Mof-

fitt, R-Henderson, who was a
state House member at the time;
and former Rep. Nathan Ramsey.

“Tim and I put forward legis-
lation along with former Rep. Na-
than Ramsey to take various piec-
es of water and sewer infrastruc-
ture and combine it into the Met-
ropolitan Sewer district,” Me-
Grady said. “The goal was to re-
purpose it to be an independent
authority and ensure that money
was used wisely in terms of mak-
ing investments in infrastruc-
ture.”

C.J. reached out to Moffitt for
his comments on the bill and cur-
rent crisis, but he could not be
reached in time for publication.

The legislation was ultimately
ruled unconstitutional in 2016 by
the majority-Democrat N.C. Su-
preme Court at the time, after a
multiyear battle by the Asheville
to maintain control of its system.

But now, more than six years
later, McGrady and others who

N.C. Board of Education elected
rather than appointed. Member-
ship on the board would expand
to the 14 seats that correspond
to North Carolina’s number of
congressional districts, and
each member would be elected
in their respective congressio-
nal district.

Additionally, the amendment
would require that vacancies
filled by the governor must be
OK’ed by the legislature.

As it stands, the gover-
nor’s appointments serve un-
til the term of the person they
replaced expires. The amend-
ment would also make Super-
intendent of Public Instruction
Catherine Truitt chair of the
board.

The bottom line is that the

an emailed response. “The Plan’s
response to Blue Cross NC’s pro-
test leaves too many unanswered
questions about how this change
will affect costs and access to care
for state employees and teachers.
We are disappointed that the Plan
has refused to disclose any docu-
ments about its RFP process, de-
spite our public records requests
a month ago.”

Lang said BCBSNC would
continue to pursue efforts to en-
sure the best outcome for teach-
ers, state employees, and North
Carolina taxpayers.

In August, Folwell shared his
concerns about healthcare costs
going up, including the possibili-
ty that contracts will be renegoti-
ated upward next year.

“I am very concerned that the
State Health Plan is going to need
$5 billion more incremental dol-
lars over the next several years
in order for it to remain solvent,”
he said. “This was part of the un-
funded healthcare liability (that
I have talked about for the past
12 years), and that is what we are

The version of the bill in Flor-
ida has drawn the most national
attention.

The legislation, dubbed the
“Don’t Say Gay” bill by its oppo-
nents, prohibits educators from
teaching kindergarten through
third-grade students about sexu-
al orientation or gender identity.
The measure includes numerous
other protections for parents.

Democrats and  teacher
unions in other states have large-

fought for an independent au-
thority believe maintaining the
status quo played a big part in the
current crisis.

“The City of Asheville chal-
lenged the law which would have
combined the city’s water system,
and the region’s sewer system,
with Henderson County’s sewer
system, to create a regional water
and sewer system,” McGrady said.

“The Supreme Court, in my
opinion incorrectly, determined
that that legislation was uncon-
stitutional, so nothing happened.
The consolidation did not go for-
ward.”

When asked whether the law
could possibly be reinstated, Mc-
Grady said he doesn’t believe it is
feasible to do so even with a new-
ly elected Republican majority on
the state’s highest court.

“I don’t think it is easy to do
that,” he said. “Unlike with re-
districting decisions or voter ID,
where the legislature has weighed
into the issue again, the legisla-
ture hasn’t weighed into this issue
again. One would have to make a
whole new case for it.”

Among the agenda topics cov-
ered during the city council meet-

amendment would substantial-
ly shift the political balance of
power on the state’s top educa-
tional governing body.
Blackwell said the amend-
ment “is very critical to try to
turn north Carolina's education
system into a much better one.”

Reading proficiency

In 2021, a bipartisan coali-
tion of lawmakers passed the Ex-
cellent Public Schools Act, which
created a statewide road map for
switching literacy instruction
from a “look and say” method to
the phonetic method.

The focus was on increasing
reading efficiency for K-3 stu-
dents, and recent evidence pre-

facing right now.”

In September of 2011, there
were already concerns about the
health of the State Health Plan af-
ter North Carolina State Auditor
Beth Wood commented in a per-
formance audit of the Plan. Ac-
cording to the audit obtained by
C.J. from Folwell’s office, Wood’s
statements said the Plan was at
risk for overpaying claims.

“It must rely solely on
BCBSNC auditors and infor-
mation from the BCBSNC com-
puter system to identify dis-
count errors,” Wood’s statement
read. “Because the Plan does not
have access to contracts between
BCBSNC and the medical pro-
viders, the Plan does not have a
method for independently deter-
mining if an improper discount
rate has been applied to a Plan
member’s claims.”

Folwell has made pricing
transparency and cost reduction
in healthcare a centerpiece of his
tenure as treasurer and, in re-
cent months, has indicated his in-
terest in running for governor in

ly opposed legislation similar to
North Carolina’s Parents’ Bill of
Rights.

In Virginia, a delegate in the
state house filed a bill called
“Sage’s Law,” which would re-
quire schoolteachers and school
staff to notify parents about their
children’s professed gender tran-
sitions.

The bill is named for an Ap-
pomattox teenager who was the
victim of sex trafficking after her

ing on Jan. 24, the council passed
a motion naming residential wa-
ter customer Michele Ashley;
commercial water customer Car-
olyn Roy; communications pro-
fessionals Mike McGill and Rob
Brisley; and public water systems
subject matter experts John Mc-
Laughlin, Ted Tyree, and Michael
Holcombe to the independent re-
view committee.

Two additional —members
will be appointed by Buncombe
County.

The goals of the committee,
according to Asheville City Man-
ager Debra Campbell, are to “pro-
vide a comprehensive account of
the water outage, assess the oper-
ational and emergency response
and communication efforts, and
recommend infrastructure and
procedural enhancements.”

In a statement provided to
C.J., Campbell said she’s optimis-
tic that the city will be able to ef-
fectively handle any future issues
with the water system and pro-
vide quality service to customers.

“While we deeply regret the
interruption of service and incon-
venience to our community mem-
bers impacted by the recent water

sented to lawmakers suggests it
has yielded immediate improve-
ments, particularly for kinder-
garten students.

But Blackwell wants to see
more reading proficiency in-
struction in middle and high
school to catch students who
missed out on earlier literacy in-
struction.

“Right now, we don't real-
ly have any plan for dealing with
those deficiencies,” Blackwell
said.

“We are focused almost exclu-
sively on early-grades reading,
which doesn't help the kids that
are already passed early grades,
and it doesn't help the kids who
may be in early grades now or in
early grades to come who don't
get to a proficiency level.”

2024. He has continued a battle
with N.C. hospitals over profits
from Medicare and COVID relief
funds, using terms like “health-
care cartel” to describe the N.C.
Healthcare Association. He’s also
pushed lawmakers to pass a Med-
ical Debt De-Weaponization Act,
which would limit interest rates
and collections on medical debt.

The State Health Plan, a divi-
sion of the Department of State
Treasurer, provides health care
coverage to nearly 740,000 teach-
ers, state employees, retirees, cur-
rent and former lawmakers, state
university and community college
personnel, and their dependents.

The three-year initial service
period for the contract with Aet-
na begins Jan. 1, 2025, and con-
tinues through Dec. 31, 2027,
with the option to renew for two
one-year terms.

Plan members will start re-
ceiving more information re-
garding the changes in 2024 be-
fore open enrollment for the 2025
benefit year.

high school hid her transgender
identity from her mother.

The Parents’ Bill of Rights
was passed by the Educa-
tion Committee and sent to the
Health Care and Rules commit-
tees.

The Committee on Rules and
Operations of the Senate re-
ferred it back to the Committee
on Health Care for further con-
sideration.

incident in the City of Asheville,
the experience helped identify po-
tential vulnerabilities in our wa-
ter infrastructure and commu-
nication process in a crisis,” she
said.

“We as the City welcome the
lessons learned as our top priority
remains providing City of Ashe-
ville water resource customers
with clean, safe and readily acces-
sible water.”

On the establishment of the
review committee, McGrady be-
lieves it is a short-term solution
that poses no long-term benefit.

‘It won't do anything near
term,” he said. “I certainly don’t
have any problem with the idea
that you have a committee to look
at what happened and make rec-
ommendations going forward.
It sounds like they learned a lot
based on prior council meetings.

“There were serious commu-
nications issues here with the
customers,” McGrady said. “Ul-
timately, the solution to that is
if you screw up, there should be
consequences. That’s why we
were trying to help the 40% of
residents who don’t have any re-
course.”
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‘Groundhog Day’ is more
than a comedy classic
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IN MY ROLE at a politics-focused
newspaper, there aren’t a lot of
opportunities to play movie critic.
But it’s Groundhog Day ... again,
and the 1993 movie bearing that
name is among my favorites, so
I'll take the liberty just this once.
Or maybe it’s not such a de-
parture from business as usual,
as a quick glance around the in-
ternet shows that I'm not alone
among conservative columnists
in my love for the film. Jonah
Goldberg, in a National Review
cover story titled “A Movie for All
Time,” says the Bill Murray movie
will “almost undoubtedly join ‘It’s
a Wonderful Life’ in the pantheon
of America’s most uplifting, mor-

ally serious, enjoyable, and time-
less movies.”

In 2018, free-market think
tank the American Enterprise
Institute hosted a watch party
of the film. On the invitation, it
states that “the film has long been
a source of unexpected wisdom
for AEI scholars,” adding a quote
from Charles Murray, saying,
“You could learn the same truths
by studying Aristotle’s ‘Ethics’
carefully, but watching ‘Ground-
hog Day’ repeatedly is a lot more
fun.” In a Wall Street Journal ar-
ticle laying out his “Advice for a
Happy Life,” his top three tips
were, “Consider marrying young.
Be wary of grand passions. Watch
‘Groundhog Day’ (again).”

In Goldberg’s article on the
movie, he talks about the hun-
dreds of emails he’s received
by pastors, professors, theolo-

'Groundhog Day'

... features an
unexplained spiritual
intervention into
the life of a flawed,
stuck, struggling
soul.

gians,and various wise men and
women telling him how the mov-
ie is their go-to for explain-

ing certain facts of life to those
forced to listen to them. He al-

so details how at a “The Hidden
God: Film and Faith” film series
at New York’s Museum of Mod-
ern Art, so many of the 35 assem-

bled gurus wanted to be the one
to opine on “Groundhog Day”
that a fierce struggle, or as fierce
as monks and academics can
muster, broke out.

Others, somehow, don’t see
the brilliance and are even an-
noyed by the movie’s repeti-
tious nature. It may just be one
of those movies you either love or
hate (or think is just OK, to para-
phrase comedian Mitch Hed-
berg). So to explain to the hat-
ers and just-OK thinkers why
this movie gets so much atten-
tion from certain corners, I'll give
a brief window into my own love
for the film. Don’t worry; I won't
give a full summary, so you can
go enjoy it for yourself.

Basically, “Groundhog Day,” in
a way similar to “It’s a Wonder-
ful Life” and “A Christmas Carol”
before it, features an unexplained

spiritual intervention into the
life of a flawed, stuck, struggling
soul. The movie more follows the
Dickens line, though, in that the
main character does not start out
as a man of virtue, like George
Bailey, but is still full of buried
potential.

The protagonist, Bill Mur-
ray’s Phil Connors, is a weather-
man for a news station in Pitts-
burgh who is sent to do a story he
sees as far beneath his worth —
the annual Groundhog Day festi-
val in Punxsutawney. The town is
podunk and full of nobodies; the
festival surrounds some kitschy
nonsense about whether a rodent
will emerge in order to predict an
early spring; and the assignment
is just proof that the value of his

continued PAGE 19
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THE NORTH CAROLINA State
Capitol is a beautiful Greek Reviv-
al-styled building whose construc-
tion was completed in 1840. It no
longer houses the General Assem-
bly and state Supreme Court, but
1 E. Edenton Street is still used

as the office of North Carolina’s
governor. Anyone who wanders
the beautiful, oak-laden grounds
of the Capitol will doubtless run
across the bronze statue of one of
its former governors — Charles
Brantley Aycock, North Carolina’s
“Education Governor.”

It’s an appropriate time for
Aycock to be at the center of con-
versation as the General Assem-
bly comes into session in 2023 and
considers weighty issues related to
the future of education in North
Carolina, such as the Leandro law-
suit and the Opportunity Scholar-
ship Program.

If we examine the history of
AycocKk’s intentions and involve-
ment in public education, would
people work so hard to fight edu-
cational alternatives today? And
what of his educational program
still exists in the Old North State’s
education system?

Charles Aycock was born in
Wayne County in 1859. He gradu-
ated from the University of North
Carolina and practiced law in
Goldsboro in 1881.

Aycock was a rising star in the
North Carolina Democratic Party
and was elected governor of North
Carolina in 1901 at 41. He has his-
torically been lauded as “the Edu-
cation Governor” for his advoca-
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Former Gov. Charles Aycock's statue still stands at NC State Capitol.

cy for public schools and the many
reforms he pushed while in office.
While Aycock was governor, the
state built more than 1,100 pub-
lic schools and implemented poli-
cies such as district consolidation
and teacher training that were the
underpinnings of the modern N.C.
education system.

There can be no doubt that
millions of North Carolinians have
benefited from the public schools
for which Aycock labored. How-
ever, we live in a political environ-
ment where some education “ex-
perts” advise lawmakers to ex-
pand the Aycock educational com-
plex through the 29-year-long Le-
andro lawsuit while claiming that
school choice programs, like the
Opportunity Scholarship Program,
are racist.

In a world of such claims from
the political left, it’s time to have
an honest conversation about the
genealogy of Aycock’s system of
public schools.

Why? Because while it has
benefited many, it has racist un-
derpinnings that were meant to
control minorities and, over de-
cades, has left many students be-
hind.

To be very clear, Gov. Charles
Aycock was a racist. He helped
organize and spoke at white su-
premacy rallies in the days lead-
ing up to the 1898 Wilmington
coup — the only successful coup
in American history — and was a
leading proponent of a constitu-
tional amendment requiring a poll
tax and literacy test to vote. The
philosophy of white supremacy is
part of why Aycock advocated for
universal public education.

Aycock, though privately ed-
ucated, believed in the virtues of
public education and even taught
at a public school in Fremont for
atime.

However, he also viewed it as
a vehicle for social power over mi-
norities.

He explained his thinking
process on this concept of so-
cial control through public ed-
ucation in a 1904 speech to the
Democratic State Convention in
Greensboro while he was gover-
nor.
On the need for universal ed-
ucation, Aycock said, “the Negro
should be taught to realize that
while he would not be permit-
ted to govern the State, his rights
should be held the more sacred
by reason of his weakness.”

Did you catch that? As an ar-
gument for public schools for ev-
eryone in North Carolina, Aycock
argues that black citizens must be
taught why they are inferior and
why they should not be allowed
to vote or be part of civil govern-
ment.

This is the worst kind of racist
indoctrination, and the fruits of
this tree created a system of ed-
ucational inequality for decades
afterward.

That is not to say that every-
thing about public schools or ed-
ucation is terrible. On the con-
trary, a good amount of civic, eco-
nomic, and social good has come
out of North Carolina’s “general
and uniform system of free pub-
lic schools.” However, it has al-
so been used as a means of so-
cial control over the students it is
supposed to educate. And that is
why responsible citizens should
be wary of politicians and special
interests who continue to want to
control how and where students
are educated and remove parents
and guardians from that process.

Naysayers on the left will read
my words and say that I misun-
derstand history. They’ll regale
us with stories about the “con-

servatives switching parties,” tell
us that conservatives are the real
problem in public education and
that Aycock’s brand of politics
was conservative. But there is one
glaring problem: Charles Aycock
was not a conservative.

While he was running for U.S.
Senate in 1912, Aycock said, “I
am a Democrat. I am not a con-
servative or a reactionary Demo-
crat; I am not a progressive Dem-
ocrat, for the word ‘Democrat’
with me is a noun substantive of
so fine and large import that it
admits of no addition or dimi-
nution of any qualifying word or
phrase.”

You see, Aycock was not an
ideologue in the modern conser-
vative-to-progressive spectrum.
Public education and voting laws
were about power politics for the
“Education Governor.”

I am not suggesting that
Charles Aycock be added to the
bonfire of cancel culture and that
the state government should rip
his statue from its pedestal. T am,
however, presenting this part of
the history of public education as
a cautionary tale. The education
establishment decries policies
that seek to diversify education-
al environments in North Caro-
lina, such as vouchers and char-
ter schools, which is a shame be-
cause those policies fly in the face
of this racist stretch of the gene-
alogy of public education.

As lawmakers consider poli-
cies to formulate what education
looks like in the Old North State
for the next century, I urge them
to consider the students at the
heart of the question instead of
blindly funding systems built on
amassing power.

Government numbers skew debate over American inequality

MITCH KOKAI
CONTRIBUTOR

uch of our political dis-
course involves the sub-
ject of inequality. Yet

that discourse suffers from a lin-
gering misconception. The fed-
eral government’s own numbers
make the situation worse.

“The problem is that the Cen-
sus Bureau, in its calculation of
household income — on which
the poverty rate is based, on
which inequality measures are
based — counts only cash pay-
ments as income.”

Those are the words of Phil
Gramm. The 80-year-old econ-
omist represented Texas in both
chambers of Congress. He served
as both a Democrat and a Repub-
lican. He helped write the budget
that implemented Ronald Rea-
gan’s economic program in 1981.

Now Gramm has co-authored
“The Myth of American Inequal-
ity: How Government Biases Pol-
icy Debate.” The book explains
how the government’s data mis-
lead people about the extent of
American inequality.

It’s a problem that dates back
to 1947. “They don’t count two-
thirds of transfer payments as in-
come to the recipient,” Gramm
told Carolina Journal in a one-
on-one interview. “They don’t
count any taxes paid as income
lost to the taxpayer. They don’t
count refundable tax credits,

Author Phil Gramm holds book he co-authored.

where you get a check from the
Treasury.”

“Food stamps — when you get
a debit card — [it’s] not counted
as income,” Gramm added. “Med-
icaid — where government pays
your hospital and medical bills —
not counted as income.”

The same is true for housing
subsidies, along with more than
100 other federal, state, and local
programs.

Factor all of those missing
pieces into your income calcula-
tion, and you see a much differ-
ent picture of inequality.

“Whereas the Census Bureau
says the top 20% make 16.7 times
as much — or has 16.7 times as

much as income — as the bottom
20%, we show that actually it’s
4-to-1, Gramm said. “The pov-
erty rate is not 12%, but between
2-3%.”

Facts about household in-
come contradict arguments from
left-wing politicians like Vermont
Sen. Bernie Sanders. He claims
that growing inequality is “ob-
scene and unsustainable.” “In-
equality of income in America is
actually slightly lower today than
it was in 19477, Gramm said.

“We're having this big debate
about remaking the economy to
deal with inequality, when it’s ac-
tually lower today than it was 70
years ago. I know it’s incredible,

but it’s true.”

The government’s calcula-
tions create an additional prob-
lem. Any new effort to address
inequality is unlikely to make a
dent in the official statistics.

“Do you remember last year,
when President Biden and the
Democratic leadership said that
if we raised the child tax credit,
we're going to cut child poverty in
half?” Gramm asked. “I wrote an
article in the Wall Street Journal
saying, ‘No, you’re not. In fact,
when the official numbers came
out — guess what? It didn’t really
change. Why? Because they don’t
count it.”

Other government data show
just how much the household in-
come figure distorts the real pic-
ture of inequality. While the Cen-
sus Bureau compiles household
income by quintiles — top 20%,
bottom 20%, and so on — the
Bureau of Labor Statistics calcu-
lates household consumption by
quintiles.

“Last year, the bottom 20% of
income earners consumed twice
as much as their income,” Gramm
said. “The second 20% consumed
11% more than their income. The
top quintile consumed only half
of its income, even though there’s
no record that people saved that
amount of money.”

“How did that happen? Well,
they didn’t count two-thirds of
the transfer payments as income,
which affected their consump-
tion,” Gramm explained. “And
they didn’t take taxes into ac-
count, so the top quintile nev-

er had the money to begin with.
It was deducted from their pay-
checks.”

Gramm and his co-authors
are not arguing that American in-
equality doesn’t exist. They are
correcting a record skewed by
the government’s own number
crunchers.

“We just want to get the facts
straight,” Gramm said. “Let’s
have a debate based on the facts,
not based on numbers that don’t
have any real connection to the
facts. The census income num-
ber leaves out 40% of the gross
domestic product of the country.
That’s pretty astounding.”

“The debate when the in-
equality between the top and bot-
tom 20% is 16.7-to-1 and the de-
bate when it’s 4-to-1, you can still
have the debate, but it’s a quite
different debate,” he said.

Federal numbers present a
story that’s more fantasy than
reality. The facts tell a differ-
ent tale. “The picture you get of
America is a picture that makes
more sense than the picture
painted by government statis-
tics,” Gramm said. “If you've got
a question of whether to believe
your eyes or government statis-
tics, believe your eyes.”

Ongoing debates about in-
equality, tax policy, and the social
safety net will all improve with a
clear-eyed focus on facts.

Mzitch Kokaz ts senior political
analyst for the John Locke Foun-
dation.
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Cutting out the medical middle man
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uring my latest trip to
Dhave my teeth cleaned, the

dentist tried to sell me on
the benefits of signing up for a
membership with his practice in-
stead of using insurance. I had
not heard of this, but apparently,
it can be cheaper for many peo-
ple than paying their premiums.
On top of that, the dentists pre-
fer it because they can “cut out
the middle man,” since dealing
with billing departments is often
a major part of overhead.

After paying the membership
fee, I would get two cleanings,
X-rays, and exams per year. Ma-
jor dental services, if necessary,
would be offered at a steep dis-
count. Of course, the John Locke
Foundation has a great bene-
fits package, so I'm not in need of
this right at the moment.

But it reminded me of a time

not too long ago when, as a free-
lance writer, I didn’t have medi-
cal insurance. After looking at a
couple options, I found a prima-
ry care doctor down the street in
Raleigh that had a similar set-
up. For $50 a month, I could be a
“member” of the practice.

At any time, I could simply
drive over to the primary care of-
fice, and I would be seen, usually
without any wait. Almost any ba-
sic medical service you can think
of was covered without additional
charge. For more serious issues,
the primary care doctor would re-
fer you to a specialist, so they rec-
ommended their members have
catastrophic insurance for those
potential needs.

This trend, known as “direct
primary care,” is currently expe-
riencing a boom, as are the den-
tal-practice membership plans.
According to Business Wire, be-
tween 2017 and 2021, direct pri-
mary care experienced 241%
growth in memberships and
159% growth in clinicians setting
up practices. This suggests not

Singapore somehow
pays MUCH less
than all other
developed nations,
while achieving
better results, all

by focusing on
Economics 101.

only do doctors love not having to
hire people to haggle with federal
officials or insurance companies
over every service they perform,
but patients also love not having
to worry about co-pays and con-
fusing bill statements.

If insurance companies were
required to create catastrophic
medical insurance plans specif-
ically designed to fill in the gaps
beyond typical primary-care ser-
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vices, this model could really sim-
plify medical care for both doc-
tors and patients.

And it’s not just a pipe dream.
Many conservatives have long
pointed to the simplicity of Sin-
gapore’s health system as a viable
alternative to both the expensive,
overly complicated system in the
United States and to the social-
ized systems found in many other
developed nations.

Singapore is able to achieve
some of the best health care out-
comes in the world (like on in-
fant mortality and life longevity)
while only spending about 4% of
its gross domestic product. In the
United States, for comparison,
we spend 17% of GDP on health
care. Having 13% of our GDP
back every year would unleash
our economy in ways it’s hard to
imagine. Socialized models al-
so pay less than we do, typically
spending about 10% of GDP, al-
beit for much less free, less inno-
vative, and less efficient systems.

Singapore somehow pays
MUCH less than all other devel-

ONLINE

oped nations, while achieving
better results, all by focusing on
Economics 101. They cut out the
middle man, with medical care
generally paid for with cash di-
rectly to the providers. Market
purists may object to the fact that
citizens are forced to set aside
this money from their paychecks
and that everyone is required

to have catastrophic insurance.
But even if this mandatory mar-
ket-based system isn’t perfect, it
shows that there are major sav-
ings and efficiencies possible in a
simpler, more direct system.

Is there a way to encourage
more direct consumption of med-
ical care in the United States and
in North Carolina? Can we cut
out middle men who complicate
our system and make it more ex-
pensive? Both doctors and pa-
tients seem ready to find a way,
and they may be in the process of
building that alternative system
with a bottom-up movement us-
ing models like dental-practice
memberships and direct prima-
ry care.

www.carolinajournal.com

JOHN HOOD
CONTRIBUTOR

ACCORDING TO THE latest
available set of comparable da-
ta, North Carolina ranks 33rd in
the nation in “deaths of despair”
— that is, in the combined rates
of suicides, fatal drug overdos-
es, and alcohol-induced deaths.
In 2020 our age-adjusted rate
was 55.5 deaths of despair per
100,000 residents, slightly higher
than the national average of 54.8.
From 2018 to 2020, our rate rose
by 26%.

To say the crisis is more acute
in states such as South Caroli-
na (65.1) and Tennessee (79.2)
is not to say North Carolinians
shouldn’t be concerned. I also
think there are steps policymak-
ers can take to ameliorate the
problem.

Unfortunately, much of the
commentary I've seen lately
about deaths of despair is based
on facile and politically charged
analysis.

The reason I cited age-ad-
justed death rates in my opening
paragraph is that some mortality
indicators exhibit strong correla-
tions with age.

To respond effectively to
a phenomenon such as rising
deaths of despair, we need to un-
derstand its causes. Looking only
araw data can lead to misunder-
standings.

For example, the two Princ-
eton University scholars who
helped coined the phrase “deaths
of despair,” Anne Case and An-
gus Deaton, argue that the trend

of despair need careful analysis

is primarily a reflection of rising
inequality, inadequate social pro-
grams, and weak labor unions.
Our free-enterprise system, they
argue, once “lifted countless peo-
ple out of poverty” but “is now
destroying the lives of blue-collar
America.”

A 2019 staff report from the
Joint Economic Committee of the
U.S. Congress threw cold water
on their thesis. A careful exam-
ination of age-adjusted rates go-
ing back to the early 20th centu-
ry reveals a “lack of correspon-
dence” between economic indica-
tors such as poverty or inequality
and the death rates in question.

For one thing, age-adjusted
rates of suicide and alcohol-in-
duced deaths (such as cirrhosis of
the liver) were about the same in
2017 as they were in 1975.

They also declined from the
mid-"70s to around 2000, then
went up again. These patterns
don’t comport well with attempts
to finger capitalism as the cul-
prit. “It is very difficult,” the re-
port notes, “to find such trends
that improve over the 1970s and
1980s, then worsen after either
1990 or 2000.”

The trendline looks very dif-
ferent for drug-induced deaths.
The rate rose consistently but

rather gradually during the last
four decades of the 20th century
then shot up dramatically during
the first two decades of the 21st
century. What’s changed? Both
the potency (and potential lethal-
ity) of illicit drugs and the wide-
spread overuse of opioids.

In other words, if you're look-
ing for a public-policy lever to
pull, you're more likely to get re-
sults if you pull the one marked
“discourage drug abuse” instead
of the one marked “strengthen la-
bor unions.”

More generally, North Caro-
lina can do a better job of mak-
ing it easier for residents to ob-

tain high-quality treatment for
mental illness and addictions.
Government funding can and
should play a role here, to be
sure, though a recent John Locke
Foundation study argues persua-
sively that loosening the state’s
certificate-of-need laws would al-
so enhance the number and geo-
graphical distribution of treat-
ment options.

To the extent deaths of de-
spair reflect a lack of social con-
nection, however, I think pri-
vate associations need to take the
lead in remedying it. Consider a
study published a couple of years
ago in the Journal of the Ameri-
can Medical Association’s psychi-
atry edition. It found a strong as-
sociation between death rates and
church attendance. For women,
regular attendance was associated
with 68% lower rate of deaths by
despair. For men, the difference
was about 33%.

Naturally, we can’t just as-
sume a causal relationship from
the correlation. There was no ex-
periment here in which the re-
searchers identified depressed
or lonely people and then ran-
domly compelled some to go to
church and others to stay home.
But based on other empirical ev-
idence for religion as a social de-
terminant of health, I think it’s
fair to conclude that faith-based
institutions are integral to any
realistic strategy for reducing
deaths of despair.

John Hood is a John Locke Foun-
dation board member. His latest
books, “Mountain Folk” and “For-
est Folk,” combine epic fantasy
with early American history.
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Quasi teachers union NCAE 1s raising dues
again. But what value do they provide?
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KELLYMANN /@55
CONTRIBUTOR ) \

he North Carolina Associ-
I ation of Educators and its

parent organization, the
National Education Associa-
tion, increased already exorbitant
membership dues on N.C. teach-
ers for the 2022-23 school year.
Let’s try to put into perspective
what NCAE/NEA member dues
pay for and the value brought to
paying teachers.

NCAE and NEA play poli-
tics. Contributions and endorse-
ments are dedicated to a slant-
ed agenda disregarding the views
of the groups’ diverse member-
ship. In 2022, NEA contribut-
ed $2,509,957 to Democrat cam-
paigns compared to $24,000 to
Republicans — about 100-1 in fa-
vor of Democrats. The political
trend is not new and is consistent
with the group’s mission.

John Ryor, past NEA presi-
dent, bluntly stated, “We will be-
come the foremost political pow-
er in the nation.” The NEA 2022-
23 Resolutions lay out an agen-
da of goals, a significant number
unrelated to education and im-
proving teaching conditions. Cli-
mate change, nuclear plants, pris-
on maintenance, and even holi-
days are a few covered in the res-
olutions. Many counties, includ-
ing the biggest in North Carolina,
implemented the NEA goal to re-
name “Columbus Day” as “Indig-
enous People’s Day.”

NCAE/NEA dedicates re-
sources to obstruct education
choice for students. The Oppor-
tunity Scholarship Program, Ed-
ucation Student Accounts (ESA+)
Program, and public charter
schools are a few of the programs

available to ensure N.C. students
benefit from a sound basic educa-
tion that meets learning needs.

In July 2020, NCAE president
Tamika Walker Kelly and NEA
joined in a lawsuit to challenge
the Opportunity Scholarship Pro-
gram. Opportunity Scholarships
serve low-income families and
children in foster care.

NCAE’s challenge to Opportu-
nity Scholarships is still in court
while student need continues to
increase.

In February 2021, Kelly held
a press conference and listed de-
mands to safely reopen schools.
Halting private school vouchers
was among the demands Kelly
gave to safely return students af-
ter a year of school closures.

Most recently, NEA attacked
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N.C. charter schools. While par-
ents’ and students’ demand for
school choice is at an all-time
high, NCAE works tirelessly to
eliminate and obstruct options
families choose for their students.

NCAE patronizes teachers
with calls for raises and improve-
ments to teaching conditions,
while their actions prioritize pol-
iticians. In 2019, NCAE support-
ed Democrat Gov. Roy Cooper as
he vetoed a budget that included
a 3.9% average raise.

“North Carolina educators re-
jected the Republican budget as
anemic and insulting in June,
and we reject essentially the same
today,” Mark Jewell, then NCAE
president, stated.

Claims were made on behalf
of teachers that no raise would
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be better than what was budget-
ed. While teachers worked ex-
haustively during school closures,
NCAE toured the state in an RV.
Rather than support teachers as
they addressed learning loss in
the classroom the union presi-
dent claimed “learning loss is a
false construct.”

NCAE claims to be the voice
of all teachers, but according to
the most recent data, less than
17% of N.C. teachers participate.
In 2021-22, NEA reported a drop
in membership of 40,107 people.
Nationally, membership is at its
lowest level since 2006.

NCAE does not promote
teachers and their profession but
instead is an effort to gain influ-
ence and power. It lacks focus
and misguides members with the

ANTHONY CRIDER, FLICKR

NCAE does

not promote
teachers and their
profession but
instead is an effort
to gain influence
and power. It

lacks focus

and misguides
members with their
stated mission

“to be the voice of
educators.”

stated mission “to be the voice
of educators.” Their focus is mis-
aligned, and often troubling, to
many of the dues-paying mem-
bers.

Former NEA general coun-
sel Robert Chanin summarized
it well, saying, “It is not because
we care about children, and it is
not because we have a vision for
a great public school for every
child. NEA and its affiliates are
effective advocates because we
have power.”

Kelly Mann is the John Locke
Foundation’s Grassroots Direc-
tor, coordinating the organiza-
tion’s engagement with commu-
nity groups. She has contribut-
ed to Fox, Bloomberg, and Work-
ing Mother.
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Did the pandemac change income inequality?

MICHAEL WALDEN
CONTRIBUTOR

DECADES FROM NOW, people
who lived through the pandemic
will remember it as a horrible pe-
riod. Over 1 million people in our
country died, with millions more
sick but still surviving. Thousands
of businesses closed forever, learn-
ing was lost in schools, and lives
were disrupted in multiple ways.

But could there be some pos-
itive impacts from the pan-
demic? Some say new technol-
ogy prompted by the pandem-
ic for remote interactions in busi-
ness, medicine, and shopping is a
plus. The pandemic revealed de-
pendences we have developed
on other countries for some key
products. This has sparked re-
newed interest in “re-shoring” of
manufacturing to our country,
which would both reduce depen-
dences and create jobs.

One of the biggest econom-
ic issues of our time has been in-
creasing income inequality. This
simply means the income gap be-
tween those with higher incomes
and those with lower incomes has
been widening. However, it ap-
pears the pandemic may have
closed some of that gap. Here’s
how.

A big reason for broader in-
come inequality has been eco-
nomic changes in the 21st centu-
ry. Technology has been the driv-
er of much of the recent econ-
omy. Firms in the tech sector
need highly trained workers, of-
ten with four-year college degrees
or more. This has led to large
pay increases for college-trained

Protesters at a McDonalds restaurant demand minimum wage increase.

workers in technology and al-
so in many other professional oc-
cupations. The pay raises for col-
lege-trained workers swamped
those for other workers, there-
by leading to bigger gaps between
high-paid and low-paid workers.
Yet some recent national sta-
tistics indicate this outcome may
have changed. In the last two
years, national numbers show
hourly earnings have risen fastest
for occupations paying the least,
while at the same time increasing
the slowest for occupations pay-
ing the most. This has resulted
in income inequality actually de-
creasing in the last two years.
Two forces have collided to re-

duce income inequality. The first
is the pandemic. The pandemic
has made many people cautious
about taking jobs requiring per-
sonal contact, particularly if the
job is low-paying.

Indeed, many workers who
had these kinds of jobs upgrad-
ed their skills when the economy
was in shutdown mode. Hence,
when the economy reopened,
these individuals moved on to
employment with better pay.

The second force is demo-
graphics. Many low-paying jobs
are taken by young workers. But
due to a declining birth rate, in-
creases in younger workers have
significantly slowed. This has

limited the supply of low-wage
workers.

As a result, with relatively
fewer workers seeking their jobs,
firms in low-paying business-
es have needed to increase hour-
ly earnings to compete for em-
ployees.

The recent narrowing of in-
come inequality has also hap-
pened in North Carolina. From
2020 to mid-2022 (the latest
available data), average week-
ly earnings in high-paying occu-
pations, such as management, fi-
nance, and the professions, rose
2.7%.

For middle-paying occupa-
tions, including manufacturing,

construction, health care, and ed-
ucation, weekly earnings jumped
7.2%. But for low-paying occu-
pations in clerical, personal ser-
vices, and food and hospitali-

ty businesses, the gain in average
weekly earnings was 15.3%, twice
the gain for middle-paying occu-
pations and more than 5.5 times
the increase for high-paying oc-
cupations.

The result is that income in-
equality in North Carolina in
mid-2022 was at the lowest level
in two decades.

Of course, many low-pay-
ing businesses that raised work-
er wages by over 15% in less than
two years likely had to also in-
crease their prices significantly.
But this would also happen if the
big pay jump was for high-paying
or middle-paying occupations.

One question is whether
workers in low-paying occupa-
tions will continue to see simi-
lar gains, or even if they will keep
their current gains? Much will
depend on how businesses using
low-paying occupations adjust
over the long run. Will the busi-
nesses add more technology and
consequently reduce their em-
ployment of people? Indeed, Mc-
Donald’s announced it was test-
ing the first all-digital store that
operates with very few workers.
Is this a peek at the future?

So the recent news on income
inequality in the country and in
North Carolina is good. Will the
trends continue, or will they be
temporary?

Walden is a William Neal Reyn-
olds distinguished professor emer-
itus at North Carolina State Uni-
versity.

Why we figh

BRIAN BALFOUR
CONTRIBUTOR

IN THE ALMOST 17 YEARS I've
spent working for conservative,
free-market public policy orga-
nizations in North Carolina, I've
devoted much of my time to one
consistent theme: State legisla-
tors should reduce taxes and rein
in spending.

But why is this so important?

First and foremost: It’s your
money. Beginning with the con-
cept of self-ownership, we can
derive property rights. You own
yourself, your time, and your la-
bor. The income you earn is just-
ly acquired due to your sacrifice.
It is yours. To assert that someone
else has a claim to your income is
to deny your self-evident right of
self-ownership.

The fight for lower taxes is an
effort to maximize your self-own-
ership and your inherent right to
enjoy the fruits of your labor. Crit-
ics who contend that advocates of
lower taxes do so out of “greed” or
on behalf of “the rich” are offer-
ing nothing but verbal clutter, at-
tempting to mask the true issue:
Do you own yourself?

The Liberty Bell in Philadelphia bear

s the legend “Proclaim liberty

throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.”

The Tax Foundation for years
promoted “Tax Freedom Day,”
which was the date in the year
that signified how long Ameri-
cans had to work to pay the na-
tion’s tax burden. In short, how
many days of the year must you
work to pay your share of taxes?
The concept is clear: That por-

tion of the year represents days
you are not working for yourself,
but for the government.

That’s what taxes repre-
sent: that slice of your life that is
owned by the state.

And if you are forced in-
to foregoing a part of your free-
dom to the government, it better

WILLIAM ZHANG VIA WIKIPEDIA COMMONS

be for a justified purpose. Which
brings us to how your tax dol-
lars are spent. The N.C. Constitu-
tion recognizes that people’s “in-
alienable rights” include the “en-
joyment of the fruits of their own
labor”

So if our state government
is to take a portion of the fruits
of our labor, for what purpose
would it be justified?

For instance, parks, aquari-
ums, and museums are nice to
have, but are such conveniences
the reason “governments are in-
stituted among men”? If such at-
tractions are popular among the
people, government coercion
shouldn’t be necessary for them
to receive funding.

What about government
handouts to corporations, which
now can exceed more than $1 bil-
lion’s worth of pledged giveaways
with your money in just one year?
Is it justified that a part of your
life is stolen from you to bribe
multinational corporations?

These examples just scratch
the surface of the commonplace
acts of politicians to reward sup-
porters and political constituents
with handouts, contracts, and
patronage jobs — all with your
money.

Politicians love nothing more

than holding and accumulat-
ing more power, and your hard-
earned tax dollars are a vital tool
in them fulfilling those goals.

Critics will argue that re-
straining government spending
will deprive society of important
programs and services. In reali-
ty, however, the more entrenched
government is with a good or ser-
vice, the more likely they are to
suffer from acute administrative
bloat.

For instance, from 2000 to
2019, the growth of administra-
tive staff nationally in K-12 edu-
cation outpaced the increase in
students — and teachers — by
a whopping 11 to 1 ratio. Simi-
lar trends can be found in health
care and higher education.

So why do I continue to fight
for government to lower taxes
and restrain spending? Because it
is only fair for decisions over how
your money is spent to be made
at your kitchen table with your
loved ones instead of in a back
room filled with self-interested
politicians in Raleigh.

Every dollar that is taxed and
spent by the government rep-
resents a greater diminishing of
your self-ownership.

It’s your money; it’s your life.
That’s why we fight.
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Voters across Carolinas moving
past Trump/Biden, focused on
public-policy solutions

DALLAS WOODHOUSE
CONTRIBUTOR

s Donald Trump and Joe

A‘I)%iden focus their attention
n 2024, voters across the

Carolinas are thinking about the
future — one that focuses on pub-
lic policy solutions, not “gotcha”
politics and controversies of the
past. Voters are expressing a will-
ingness to move on from both the
former and current president if
they can’t meet the moment with
real solutions to the problems fac-
ing everyday voters.

According to new polling con-
ducted by Differentiator Data,
Trump is viewed favorably by just
38% of North Carolina’s likely vot-
ers. Biden doesn’t fare much bet-
ter, with only 42% of N.C. voters
viewing the current president fa-
vorably. Republican voters favored
Florida Gov. Ron DeSantis (47%)
over Trump (35%) by 12 points
in a six-person GOP field. Near-
ly half of GOP voters that viewed
Trump favorably would still pick
DeSantis or another candidate.

The N.C. data is interesting
because it shows an evenly di-
vided electorate, similar to what
the Tar Heel State saw in 2020.
On the generic ballot test, like-
ly N.C. voters favor Republicans
by 1.2% over Democrats (47.6 %
t0 46.4%). This is similar to how
North Carolina went for Trump by
just 1.75% in 2020.

Despite the current presi-
dent’s 42% approval in North Car-
olina, Biden (4:8.4%) would de-
feat Trump (44.6%) in a rematch
by 3.8%. However, given the
chance to select a new face against
Biden, N.C. voters prefer DeSan-
tis (48.8%) to Biden (43.8%) by
5 points. That is a shocking 8.8%
swing in the right direction for
the GOP if they nominate DeSan-
tis over Trump. Those are criti-
cal numbers in the swing state of
North Carolina.

Other areas are seeing
similar results.

A new national Marquette
Law School Poll finds that De-
Santis has a +19% advantage in
favorability over Trump among
GOP voters. Among all vot-
ers, Trump and Biden are tied at
40%; however, DeSantis would
defeat Biden by 7 points, 45% to
38%.

The numbers in ruby-red
South Carolina should also con-
cern Trump, according to a new
poll from the South Carolina Pol-
icy Council.

In fact, 54% of likely 2024
S.C. voters agreed that “the coun-
try would be better off if neither
Joe Biden nor Donald Trump is
elected President in 2024.” Only
30% said they disagree.

Other important
takeaways include:

A majority (51%) of like-
ly Palmetto State voters viewed
Trump unfavorably, compared
with 46% who viewed him fa-
vorably.

Biden is viewed unfavorably
by 54% of likely voters, while on-
ly 45% viewed him favorably.

Of Republican primary vot-
ers, only 37% said the GOP
should nominate Trump in
2024, while 47% said the GOP
should nominate someone else.

In a head-to-head match-
up, a majority of likely S.C. Re-
publican voters favored DeSan-
tis (52%) over Trump (33%) by a
whopping 19%.

Nearly half (46%) of Repub-
lican primary voters who viewed
Trump very favorably said the
GOP should nominate someone
else.

Of the S.C. voters who viewed
Biden very favorably, 38% still
said America would be better off
if neither Biden nor Trump were
elected in 2024.
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Voters attend a Save America Rally with former President Donald Trump in 2020 near Selma.

Of S.C. Democratic primary
voters, only 43% said their party
should nominate Joe Biden for
re-election in 2024, while 38%
answered someone else.

For Trump and Biden to win
back the voters they have lost,
they will have to turn the page
on the past and deliver an opti-
mistic, forward-looking agenda
for the future — a herculean task
for two men who have been on
the earth for eight decades.

Another nasty personal fight
between the two of them might
produce an electoral winner,
but not one who can capture the
hearts and minds of the Amer-
ican people to successfully lead
the country.

Americans are still suffering
from the effects of inflation. In
South Carolina 78% of likely vot-

Voters are not
worried about what
politician had which
documents where.
They are concerned
about buying butter
and eggs and
heating their homes.
They want answers.
They want real
solutions.

ers are concerned about paying
their monthly bills due to infla-
tion and rising costs. Nearly half
(48%) are extremely concerned.
Voters are not worried about

what politician had which doc-
uments where. They are con-
cerned about buying butter and
eggs and heating their homes.
They want answers. They want
real solutions.

South Carolinians will be
key in deciding which Repub-
lican and which Democrat will
become their party’s nominee.
North Carolina, decided by just
1.75% in 2020, will be a key
swing state in the 2024 gener-
al election.

Yet across the Carolinas, vot-
ers are already sending signals.
Voters are hungry for fresh, new
policy ideas. They want compe-
tent leadership that can deliver
real policy solutions to address
real-world problems.

The question is, can either
party and its candidates deliver?
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Groundhog
Day

continued from PAGE 13

journalistic genius is not being
fully appreciated.

But he goes to the po-
dunk town and does the sto-
ry (half-heartedly) anyway. A
storm forces him to stay an-
other night, though, to his dis-
may. And then, he wakes up
to find that the previous day,
Groundhog Day, had not even
happened as far as anyone else
is concerned. So he has to do
it over. Then do it over again.
Then again. With no suggestion
that the cycle will ever end.

In dealing with this predic-
ament, Connors follows a path
that somewhat mirrors Elisa-
beth Kiibler-Ross’ Stages of Grief,
also known as the Stages of Dy-
ing — denial, anger, bargain-
ing, depression, and acceptance. I
was somewhat proud to learn, af-
ter Googling, that director Har-
old Ramis says this is indeed what
guided screenwriter Danny Ru-
bin’s vision of the stages of Con-
nors’ progress.

By the last phase, after a long
journey, Connors is able not only
to accept that he lives every day as
Feb. 2 in Punxsutawney, but em-
brace it. Each day he tries to max-
imize the opportunities to grow
in virtue and move closer to the

Bill Murray stars in the 1993 comedy "Groundhog Day."

True, Good, and Beautiful.

It’s also a love story in that
he eventually realizes he has fall-
en for the innocent, hopeful, po-
etry-loving producer, Rita, he
has been trying to sleep with, un-
successfully, for all these repeat-
ed days.

At that point, he gives up try-
ing to use her for momentary
pleasure and tries to be a man
that would deserve the love of a
woman like her.

After a time with this new at-

titude, he emerges as a master pi-
ano player, skilled ice sculptor,
generous philanthropist, and all-
around great guy. After a day of
doing every possible thing to im-
prove the lives of the people in the
town, he receives the praise and
admiration of the town at its an-
nual (for him nightly) Groundhog
Day dance party.

When the spell is finally bro-
ken by this full embracing of his
fate, he wakes up to a new day and
suggests to Rita, who now loves

A case for
crotlity

continued from PAGE 2

they can. We have some charac-
ters in our legislature and some
really good people.

It's easy to say this now; the
session is barely a few weeks old,
and there is still the looming is-
sue of redrawing election dis-
trict maps for 2024. I believe that
members retreat to their political
corners when discussions of actu-
al policy morph into emotion-lad-
en messaging in 280 characters,
or catchy slogans for posterboard
signs.

Over-simplifying important
public policy to rally the base and
get some airtime robs the legis-
lative process of the chance to

breathe and work. More impor-
tantly, it robs North Carolinians
of the healthy economic and so-
cial environment that we all need
to thrive here.

There is tremendous pressure
on the members coming from
outside of the Legislative Build-
ing: constituents, big industries,
issue advocacy groups, donors,
plus national and state parties.
They are all keeping a close eye
on the chambers as Republicans
commence their 13th year holding
the gavels after Democrats had
almost all power for a century.
While not a lawmaker, Gov. Roy
Cooper can play an important
role in keeping the civility of the
legislative process intact or stok-
ing anger to a boiling point.

Since 2016, his vetoes, behind-
the-scenes strategic maneuvering,
and relationships with the Coun-
cil of State and legislative lead-
ers have lit a fuse in many politi-
cal battles. Democrats thought he

was holding the line against Re-
publicans and their policies, while
Republicans thought he was over-
stepping his authority and using
the judiciary to his political ad-
vantage. National media touts the
bipartisan nature of North Caroli-
na’s economic success, but vetoes
and high-stakes partisan conflicts
have become a hallmark of his
tenure in the executive mansion.

Cooper will not be on the bal-
lot again because he is term-lim-
ited. So far, he has not endorsed a
potential successor, even though
his close political ally, Attorney
General Josh Stein, announced
his candidacy for governor. I
think that will help the session
have a bit more dissection of poli-
cy, rather than politics.

Among many other things,
North Carolina is known for
neighborly kindness and civility.
The legislative process should be
no exception.
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him back, that they move to Punx-
sutawney.

Some have suggested it took
him centuries repeating this
one day to get to that point. Ma-
ny Christians view it as an analo-
gy for sanctification in this life or
purgatory in the next, Hindus and
Buddhists for reincarnation to-
ward enlightenment, and others
for simply overcoming life’s strug-
gles to become the best version of
oneself.

The intent for Phil Connors’

The New
RPS...
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cause they reliably generate rev-
enue for owners. They are mon-
ey makers through the feder-

al production tax credit. Inves-
tors also can make money by
selling renewable energy cred-
its to virtue-signaling companies
like Bank of America so they can
market their claims of “carbon
neutrality” to gullible consumers.

With all the subsidies and
mandates, it’s no wonder the
number of solar installations in
North Carolina has skyrocket-
ed. North Carolina is fourth na-
tionally in installed solar capac-
ity, according to the Solar Ener-
gy Industries Association, with
8,147 megawatts. The industry
group also claims N.C. solar can
power 955,987 homes. So why
doesn’t it? Because 8,147 MW of
installed solar can’t power that
many homes. Remember the con-
fession: Solar is intermittent. The
maximum “dependable” capaci-
ty is zero.

Solar works in small scale —
homes, flat-topped roofs where
the investment is private and the
consequences more limited. Un-
reliable, nondispatchable gener-
ation is no way to power our grid
— the nation’s largest, and argu-
ably most important machine —
or grow an economy like North
Carolina’s.

I propose a new RPS we
should adopt. Instead of a Re-
newable Portfolio Standard,
modernize the definition of RPS
to mean Reliable Portfolio Stan-
dard. Full credit for the new term
goes to Jason Hayes at the Mack-
inac Center for Public Policy in
Michigan. He threw out the name
change during a phone conversa-

What would you do if
you were stuck in one
place, and every day
was exactly the same,
and nothing that you
did mattered?

-Phil Connors
'Groundhog Day'

struggle to be seen as relatable to
the common experience is made
clear when, in a moment of de-
spair, he opens up to a couple of
blue-collar locals at the bar, say-
ing, “What would you do if you
were stuck in one place, and ev-
ery day was exactly the same, and
nothing that you did mattered?”
One of the men pauses, takes a
shot of whiskey, and responds,
“That about sums it up for me.”

The movie, ultimately, is an
opportunity to meditate (in an en-
tertaining way) on our own re-
sponse to the inevitable suffering
and death that life brings and to
scenarios where we are left end-
lessly repeating mundane, or even
painful, situations — changing di-
apers, being stuck talking to “that”
person again, another day without
that deceased loved one.

It has helped many, and will
undoubtedly help many more,
embrace our trials, like the dopey
weatherman did, enough to tran-
scend them and emerge on the
other side.

tion after I shared the above so-
lar confession. (Yes, were a hit at
cocktail parties.)

The Reliable Portfolio Stan-
dard should be simple and easy
to understand. How many mega-
watts of reliable, dispatchable
power does that state have as a
percentage of peak demand? If
North Carolina’s peak demand is
30,000 megawatts and our reli-
able, dispatchable generation ca-
pacity is 15,000 megawatts, then
the RPS would be 50%. It’s ac-
tually a little more complicat-
ed than that. We’d have to get in-
to capacity factors and dispatch-
ability for individual power gen-
erators. But you get the gist. The
higher the percentage, the bet-
ter. The lower the percentage, the
more unstable the grid and the
higher the risk for rolling black-
outs.

Back to our confession: “Solar
is an intermittent energy source,
and therefore the maximum de-
pendable capacity is 0 MW.” In-
termittent energy sources like
wind and solar would dramati-
cally lower the new reliability-fo-
cused RPS. Any project that low-
ers our RPS should be met with
a healthy dose of skepticism and
thorough scrutiny before forcing
ratepayers to invest or taxpayers
to subsidize.

It would be understood un-
der our new RPS that mandated
retirements of reliable, dispatch-
able baseload generation must be
replaced with new reliable, dis-
patchable baseload generation to
maintain a high RPS.

States with a high RPS could
use it as a tool for economic de-
velopment. A reliable power sup-
ply is a major factor for compa-
nies to invest in a state.

Let’s retire the old Renewable
Portfolio Standard and replace it
with the Reliable Portfolio Stan-
dard, a far more meaningful met-
ric that shows the state’s commit-
ment to ratepayers and a thriving
economy.
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Whether creating a simple bequest in your will, gifting stock, designating a life insurance policy, contributing your required IRA
distribution, or choosing from a wealth of other gifting options, there are many ways to perpetuate your values through a planned gift.




