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INSTITUTE FOR JUSTICE

October 1, 2010

Mr. John R. Venrick
41250 250th Avenue SE
Enumclaw, WA 98022-8630

Dear Mr. Venrick:

There is one pernicious assumption behind the laws and regulations that the
Institute for Justice challenges in court: the assumption that government knows best.

That government needs to control who speaks about politics so you won’t have to
listen to too much speech from the “wrong” people. And government needs to license
occupations because bureaucrats and industry insiders want to limit “unfair” competition.
Government should have the right to seize your property because their agencies will use
it more profitably than you will. And your kids should be allowed to attend only
government-run schools because you simply can’t be trusted to make the best educational
choices for your own children. '

I write today to ask you to help me challenge this assumption in the courts and the
court of public opinion, and to re-establish a presumption of liberty instead of
government control. You already have made a difference with your last gift in October
2009. Please renew your support of IJ with a gift of $60, $75, or even $100 to help us

- turn back the government tsunami.

Right now, grassroots political activism is flourishing in our country. Ordinary
citizens are banding together to make their voices heard on issues of local and national
importance. As the government Leviathan continues to grow and to invade our daily
lives, debates are flaring up about everything from taxes to healthcare.

And that is exactly how it should be. Our Founding Fathers envisioned a political
system with robust debate and a marketplace of ideas. The First Amendment protects
nothing if not the right to speak out about politics.

It is no accident that the First Amendment to the Constitution states that,
“Congress shall make no law...abridging the freedom of speech.”

The right to free speech is s0 ingrained in our national consciousness that most
people are shocked when I tell them that nearly every state in this country strictly
regulates and even punishes political speech.
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Thanks to so-called grassroots lobbying laws and other campaign finance
regulations, you could be breaking the law if you do something as simple as send an
email to friends encouraging them to vote a certain way on a ballot issue, or if you and
your friends pool money to run an ad in the newspaper on that issue.

Many states will slap you with fines of thousands of dollars or send you to jail for
several years for breaking these laws. Does that sound like what the Founding Fathers
had in mind when they wrote the First Amendment?

Take one of the laws 1J is challenging in Washington state, for example. In
Washington, if a group of citizens spends more than $500 in one month on any effort to
influence state policy—Ilet’s say on a political ad or organizing a rally—the group has to
register with the government and report the names, addresses, occupations, and
employers of all group leaders and of all donors who gave $25 or more. And then the
government posts the information on the Internet.

In America, the only thing you should need in order to speak out about politics is
an opinion. If individuals want to band together and speak out about issues of public
importance, they should not be required to get government permission first, let alone set
up a “committee,” establish new bank accounts, appoint a treasurer, and hire an army of
lawyers and accountants.

But that’s exactly what’s happening to our clients in Florida, Nathan Worley, Pat
Wayman, John Scolaro, and Robin Stublen. They want to run a newspaper or radio ad to
inform their fellow Floridians about a proposed amendment to the Florida Constitution.
In their view, the proposed amendment is an affront to property rights, and they want
their neighbors to know that and to vote against it.

But there’s a problem: under Florida law, anytime two or more people get
together to advocate the passage or defeat of a ballot issue, and raise or spend more than
$500 for the effort, they become a fully regulated political committee. At today’s
advertising rates, running even a single newspaper ad could cause them to cross this
threshold.

That means Nathan and his friends would have to become a political committee,
register with the state, appoint a treasurer, and establish a separate bank account. Then
the group could run its ads, but it would have to keep meticulous financial records and
report all activity—including names and addresses of contributors—to the state. They
could face fines up to $1,000 or even a year in jail if caught violating these rules or even
making a mistake.

All of this red tape is supposed to take the corruption out of politics and to protect
us from speech from the “wrong” sources. But in reality, the rules only serve the
interests of the entrenched political establishment because it’s current officeholders who
are writing the rules and are most able to adapt to them. The laws paralyze outsiders and
insurgents because it is harder for them to navigate these increasingly complicated and
arcane regulations. '






