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LaKimba DeSadier-Walker
NBCSL Executive Director

The Power and Promise  
     of the Presidential Election

The 2008 presidential elec-
tion season has sparked 
heated debates in both  
parties for a multitude of 

reasons, some related to issues of the 
day and others due to party politics. For 
the first time in years, college campuses 
are abuzz with “campaign fever,” galva-
nizing a new generation of Americans 
to be involved in the political process. 

The Internet has presented itself as a tool for fundraising 
that has the potential to shape winners and losers in many 
future electoral contests. The field of candidates reflects 
a growing diversity in our nation and collective thought; 
alluding to a number of historic “firsts” in our political his-
tory related to age, gender, and race.

This election, more than any other in decades, has the 
potential to shape and frame the American policy land-
scape, domestic and international, for generations to come. 
As we consider the implications of the coming change in 
the White House, NBCSL members, past and present, have 
a significant say in the country’s political process and the 
outcome of the election. 

NBCSL members are active in their respective parties 
and many will likely participate in their national con-

ventions. On a more basic level, NBCSL members have 
the opportunity to encourage their constituents to be 
informed and active participants in the campaigns and 
voting process. 

Americans, particularly African Americans have the right 
and responsibility to bring their voices to every policy 
debate waged in the coming months. Issues related to the 
economy, health, education, housing, national security, and 
immigration have a profound and often disproportionately 
negative impact on our communities. Through social activ-
ism and strategic alliances, we have the opportunity to stem 
the tide of our economic losses, alter the course of urban 
blight, reduce poverty rates, eliminate health disparities, 
and improve housing and education. The roots of these 
changes will be planted firmly in the results of our elec-
tions this November.

The good news is that according the U.S. Census Bureau 
Statistical Abstract of the United States 2008, voting rates 
among registered African Americans during presidential 
election years increased almost six percent between 1996 
and 2004 to 64.4%. Unfortunately during that same time, 
rates of voter registration increased less than one percent to 
56.3% of voting age African Americans. 

Voter registration is not yesterday’s issue, but a reality if 
we are to determine the course of this country together. To 
that end, voter registration followed by participation at the 
polls on November 4, 2008, is one of the most significant 
policy actions the African American community can take. 
To ensure the futures of our states, families, and children; 
state legislators and other leaders of prominence look to all 
of us to be a part of this most important election as a well-
informed, engaged, and active electorate. n
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Natalie Burke and  
Nehanda Lindsey 
NBCSL Consultants

Highlights of the 31st  
Annual Legislative Conference 

On December 12, 2008, the legendary Peabody Hotel 
in Little Rock, Arkansas opened its doors to some 500 
attendees for NBCSL’s 31st Annual Legislative Conference 
(ALC). Although the weather was chilly in The Rock, it 
was by no means a reflection of the warm welcome 
attendees received from the residents in Little Rock 
and Governor Mike Beebe of Arkansas who hosted 
attendees at the governor’s mansion. 
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The conference officially opened with the Youth Congress, 
which was held at the Arkansas State Capitol, and was 
attended by approximately 200 students from local high 
schools, North Little Rock and Parkview. The students first 
met with NBCSL Legislators who engaged them in a mock 
legislative process. After these exercises, the students at-
tended a luncheon at the Peabody Hotel where they were 
addressed by local radio personality and video show host, 
Broadway Joe. He impressed upon his listeners the impor-
tance of community service and volunteerism, the role of 
young leaders in the community, as well as understanding 
how their decisions impact their fate. His speech was met 
with a rousing standing ovation from the students, who 
were inspired by his message.

Later that evening, a more somber, but no less inspirational 
event began in the main ballroom that had been beautiful-
ly decorated to replicate a church setting. Every year, NBCSL 
commemorates the service of its founders and other legisla-
tors who have passed away. This year, the Memorial Service 
attendees were addressed by the Honorable Marion A. 
Humphrey, a circuit judge from Arkansas and a pastor of Al-
lison Presbyterian Church in Little Rock. In his message, he 
encouraged NBCSL’s leadership and members to keep the 
vision of the organization and its founders always in the 
forefront. He also spoke about the importance of advocacy 
for the many African American men formerly incarcerated, 
currently incarcerated, and the importance of their disen-
franchisement to the future of the African American politi-
cal power base. Directly following his speech, the founding 
members and those legislators who passed during 2007 

were celebrated in a beautiful candlelight ceremony and 
inspirational music by local artist William Staggers. Repre-
sentative James Thomas summed up the importance of this 
event with this comment: “This is a signature piece right 
here. We could not go forth and do what we are about this 
week without stopping here first.” NBCSL vice president 
Rep. Barbara Ballard said, “The memorial service is impor-
tant as a tribute to our colleagues who have dedicated their 
lives to public service; to try to make a difference in the 
lives of others and to recognize them so it will be known 
that their lives were not in vain.”

The conference began the next morning with the Open-
ing Plenary Breakfast and the Pfizer Humanitarian Awards. 
This year, the award was given to Dr. Julianne Malveaux, 
President of Bennett College for Women, who served as 
keynote speaker. Participants moved from the ballroom to 
the first round of policy committee sessions that included: 
Business, Financial Services, and Insurance; Education; 
Energy, Transportation, and Environment; Gaming, Sports, 
and Entertainment; Gun Violence Task Force; Health and 
Human Services; and Youth. From there many attended 
the Benjamin S. Ruffin Corporate Round Table whose 
guest speaker was Ernest Green, Managing Director of 
Lehman Brothers in Washington, DC. Participants were 
again involved in another round of concurrent policy 
committee sessions in the afternoon where they covered 
issues such as: Agriculture; Housing; International Affairs; 
Labor, Military, and Veteran Affairs; Law, Justice, and Eth-
ics; Telecommunications, Science, and Technology; as well 
as Emergency Preparedness and Homeland Security. The 
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day ended with the lively President’s reception bolstered 
by live music; where President Smyre entertained and 
mingled with guests.

Friday morning began with the Nobel Women’s Breakfast 
whose speaker was the Honorable Joycelyn Elders, M.D., 
former U.S. Surgeon General. Dr. Elders spoke about the 
American health care crisis saying, “We’ve got to change our 
expensive sick care system into a health care system.” She 
also spoke extensively on the responsibilities of individuals 
and communities to effectively address the issues of stroke, 
heart disease, cancer, HIV, and access to care in the African 
American community. 

During lunch, the Labor Round Table Luncheon was the 
highlight, featuring the Executive Vice President of AFL-CIO 
in Washington, DC, Arlene Holt Baker as the speaker. For 
the rest of the day, participants attended various special 
committee meetings, including the very important policy 
resolution session.

One of the most anticipated events of the conference was 
the David P. Richardson Jr. Nation Builder Awards Cer-
emony and Dinner. The ceremony began with a rousing 
and inspirational multimedia presentation that set the 
tone for the event and later highlighted award recipients. 
This year, NBCSL honored State Builder Recipients the 

Honorable Lottie H. Shackleford from Arkansas who made 
history in 1987 when she became the first woman elected 
Mayor of Little Rock, Arkansas. Also honored in this cat-
egory was Bennie Richard Wright from Pennsylvania, who 
was one of the fastest runners in Pennsylvania history. 
His legacy, however, is more focused on his actions as a 
Pennsylvania Juvenile Aide Officer who broke the “Blue 
Code of Silence” to give light to the abuse of black men 
by white officers.

The highlight of the evening was when the National 
Nation Builder Award was presented by NBCSL President 
Rep. Calvin Smyre to former U.S. President William Jefferson 
Clinton; who has been hailed as one of the most accom-
plished and visionary presidents in American History. Presi-
dent Clinton’s remarks on the major issues currently faced 
by Americans were well received and after his speech he 
spent time greeting attendees and posing for photos. It was 
indeed a memorable occasion! To end the night, the Host 
Committee shuttled participants from the Peabody Hotel to 
the Clinton Center for a lively reception.

The next morning, the Prayer Breakfast was led by Bishop 
Eddie L. Long from New Birth Missionary Baptist Church in 
Lithonia, Georgia. Following this soul-stirring service was a 
closing panel session discussing the state of the housing mar-
ket, specifically as it affects the African American Community.
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The final event of the conference was the 2007 David S. 
Holmes Annual Awards Banquet which honored several 
legislators and supporters of NBCSL for their service and 
contributions to the legacy of the organizations. Recipients 
of the 2007 awards included:

n	 Legislator of the Year Award—Rep. Barbara Ballard (KS)

n	 Eli Lilly Lifetime Achievement Award—Delegate Nathan-
iel Oaks (MD)

n	 Corporate Achievement and Image Award—Novartis 
(Sara Davis Johnson)

n	 NBCSL Labor Leader of the Year Award—Nat LaCour 
(American Federation of Teachers)

n	 Visionary Leadership Award—Reg Weaver (National Edu-
cation Association)

n	 NBCSL Crystal Gavel Award—Rep. Jewell Williams (PA)

n	 Regis F. Groff Youth Award—Eddie Armstrong (Arm-
strong & David Consulting, Inc.)

Based on feedback received from the ALC evaluations, at-
tendees were very pleased with this year’s conference and 
were inspired to not only attend future conferences but to 
also become more involved in NBCSL. Kudos to the host 
committee in Little Rock, Arkansas for making the par-
ticipants feel welcomed, and we look forward to the 2008 
Annual Legislative Conference (December 10 – 14) in the 
nation’s capital—Washington, DC!

To view all of the pictures from the 31st Annual Legislative 
Conference, please click here.n

http://www.nbcsl.org/conference2007/gallery.html
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The subprime mortgage meltdown and the crisis in credit 
markets have led to global economic uncertainty. To  
address growing fears about a U.S. recession, a bipartisan 
consensus has been reached about the need to do 
something to stimulate the economy.

President Bush, the House and the Senate have proposed economic stimulus 
packages that are designed to boost consumer spending, which accounts for two-
thirds of U.S. economic activity. All three packages call for a combination of 
income tax rebates and tax incentives.

Faye Anderson
NBCSL Consultant

Bush, Congress Agree on  
             Economic Stimulus Plan

http://judiciary.house.gov/oversight.aspx?ID=405
http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=specialreport
http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/news?pid=specialreport
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/02/01/business/01cnd-econ.html?hp
http://www.bea.gov/newsreleases/national/pi/2008/pi1207.htm
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In his State of the Union address, President Bush down-
played concerns that the nation is slipping into a recession. 
Bush said:

“In the long run, Americans can be confident about 

our economic growth. But in the short run, we can 

all see that that growth is slowing. So last week, my 

administration reached agreement with Speaker 

Pelosi and Republican Leader Boehner on a robust 

growth package that includes tax relief for individuals 

and families and incentives for business investment.”

Since then, Bush has acknowledged “there are certainly some 
troubling signs. There are serious signs that the economy is 
weakening and that we got to do something about it.”

On Jan. 29, Congress did just that. The House passed H.R. 
5140, the “Recovery Rebate and Economic Stimulus for the 
American People Act,” which plans to:

n	 Put hundreds of dollars into the hands of 117 million 
American families—who will spend it immediately to 
reinvigorate the economy through a recovery rebate;

n	 Build on the child tax credit by offering a one-time 
rebate of $300 per child;

n	 Expand financing opportunities for Americans in dan-
ger of losing their homes because of the mortgage crisis; 
and,

n	  Promote small business investment in equipment, 
which will spur job creation here at home. 

After weeks of partisan wrangling over Senate Democrats’ 
more generous stimulus plan, the Senate reached agreement. 
By a vote of 81 to 16, the Senate passed an amended H.R. 
5140, which expands the number of individuals entitled to 
a tax rebate. Under the amended bill, more than 130 mil-
lion American individuals, including seniors and disabled 
veterans will now receive a rebate check ranging from $300 
to $1200, plus $300 per dependent child (there is no cap 
on the number of children).

The House approved the changes by a vote of 380 to 34. Fol-
lowing the vote, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi said:

“So I think every Member of this body should take 

great pride in the bipartisanship of it, in the focus of 

it, the discipline of it, and what it means: that it is 

relevant to the lives of the American people. A typi-

cal middle-income family, a family of four with two 

children, will get $1,800. Eighteen hundred dollars. 

I think that that is impressive. And families mak-

ing less than that, other families, depending on the 

number of their children, will get a sizable check in 

the mail.

This says to them we respect your contribution to our 

country, to our economy, to our society, and even if 

you don’t make a lot of money and pay income tax, 

that your contribution to our economy is recognized 

and acknowledging the FICA tax that you pay. And 

that’s why once more I will reiterate that 40 million 

American families will participate in the recovery 

rebates to the tune of about $28 billion infused into 

our economy through their hands. 

This is a new direction. I urge my colleagues to sup-

port it and am proud to be associated with it. And 

I thank all for their leadership in making it possible 

this evening.”

The bill has been sent to President Bush who has con-
firmed that he will sign it. The rebate checks should start 
arriving in the mail by May.

A primer on the rebates is available here. n

http://www.whitehouse.gov/stateoftheunion/2008/index.html
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2008/02/20080201-5.html
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2008/02/20080201-7.html
http://www.senate.gov/~finance/sitepages/leg/LEG 2008/FINAL Original Bill.pdf
http://www.senate.gov/~finance/sitepages/leg/LEG 2008/FINAL Original Bill.pdf
http://www.senate.gov/~finance/sitepages/leg/LEG 2008/020708 Leg Text Amend HR5140.pdf
http://www.senate.gov/~finance/sitepages/leg/LEG 2008/020708 Leg Text Amend HR5140.pdf
http://speaker.house.gov/newsroom/pressreleases?id=0529
http://money.cnn.com/2008/02/08/pf/taxes/rebates_what_you_need_to_know/index.htm?postversion=2008020817
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Melvyn Mahon
NBCSL Policy Associate

AFRICOM: Implications  
                for U.S. Foreign Policy

There are currently three command bases: U.S. European 
Command (EUCOM), U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) 
covering the Western Hemisphere, and U.S. Pacific Com-
mand (PACOM). All are dedicated to observe national 
security threats and coordinate any U.S. military efforts 
in the respective regions. AFRICOM’s purpose is to act as 
the Department of Defense’s first dedicated and primary 
observation command over the continent of Africa. This 
command has soldiers distributed throughout the region 
to cover all African territories, with the exception of Egypt, 
and it reports to the European Command in regards to mis-
sion planning and military resources in the region. 

September 30, 2008, President Bush will declare AFRICOM 
fully autonomous, allowing the entity to report directly 
with command authority to the Department of Defense. 
Budgeted for $75.7 million in FY08, having had $50 million 
in FY07, AFRICOM has a $5 billion dollar price tag for its 

new regional headquarters. Part of this new command’s 
mission will be to engage in proactive peacekeeping as a 
training and augmentative force for African Union, United 
Nations, and intra/inter-state African military forces. US 
interaction in the region will allegedly not be to act as prin-
cipal actor in conflict scenarios, as in the past. 

Innovative aspects to this command’s creation are not simply 
the ability to be proactive against political unrest and insur-
gency, but also the use of the military as a force for diplomacy. 
AFRICOM is led by African American Four Star General, Wil-
liam E. “Kip” Ward, and embedded with civilian attachés from 
USAID and the State Department, both of which are firsts for 
the American military. This group will manage humanitarian 
and political aspects of AFRICOM’s mission. Other aims are 
to assist in: stabilizing governments and rule of law, assist in 
establishing free trade, poverty reduction, and combat the 
HIV/AIDS epidemic and other illnesses. 

United States Africa Command (USAFRICOM or AFRICOM)  
is developing into the largest, and most understated, logistical  
effort within the military and international affairs community 
since President Bush established “The War on Terror” in 2001. 
AFRICOM has been discussed in military circles for over a decade, 
and was finally lobbied into existence on February 6, 2007 at the 
behest of former Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld. The initia-
tive will be this Administration’s greatest legacy, for better or for 
worse, in international policy.

General William E. “Kip” Ward
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Africa’s presence in the global marketplace is particularly 
important in the 21st century, many of the region’s nations 
serve as mainstays of agriculture and natural resources for 
the developed and developing world. Fueling current 
tension in Doha Development Rounds are tariff subsidies 
on agriculture and resource exports given largely to African 
nations. Africa supplies 22% of U.S. imported oil, Nigeria 
alone supplies a whopping 2.451 million barrels of  
petroleum a day to the world marketplace. Nearly 49%  
of Nigerian oil goes to U.S. export. In addition, the conti-
nent’s population is only expected to increase, reaching a 
projected 1.25 billion by 2025.

Nicole Lee, Executive Director of TransAfrica Forum dis-
agrees with the DOD’s military outgrowth, perceiving it as 
unwanted U.S. interventionism with disregard for sovereign-
ty, noting that the majority of African leaders do not want 
AFRICOM’s presence on the continent. On the other hand, 
Colonel Touré Mahamane of Liberia, Head of Political Af-
fairs, Peace, and Security with the 15 member Economic 
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) is quoted 
as saying:

“Everybody welcomes and supports the idea [AFRI-

COM], but we want that direction to come from the 

heads of state.” (Paye-Layleh, 2007). 

Of course, one should balance Col. Toure’s statement 

with the fact that Liberia is the only country that has 

publicly volunteered to host AFRICOM headquarters, 

currently run from US auxiliary bases in Germany. 

Ms. Lee views past U.S. involvement in military campaigns, 
alleged coups d’etats, humanitarian efforts, and at times 
political indifference towards volatile countries like Libe-
ria, Somalia, Rwanda, the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
and Angola to be failed efforts at foreign diplomacy in the 
region, and indicative of U.S. ineffective strategies towards 
African relations. Critics are concerned that much of the 
command support on the base will be private militia 
contracted to the United States government to train and 
supplement forces. Some fear this may lead to indiscretions 
and improper training methods. Over thirty percent of the 
Liberian government has already been trained by DynCorp, 
a private militia, under the auspice of the U.S. government, 
to high praise of the Liberian government. However, Liberia 
is commonly argued as one of the most pro-U.S. policy 
nation’s in Africa due to its historical relevance as an Afri-
can protectorate of the United States. 

Current peacekeeping efforts on the continent are not very ef-
fective. UN forces stationed in Liberia, Darfur, and other global 
“hotspots” are constantly at risk of being attacked. ECOMOG 
(ECOWAS Ceasefire Monitoring Group), a military cooperative 
of ECOWAS members, has served to quell previous rebel forces 
in Monrovia, Liberia (2003) and re-establish order in Sierra 
Leone (1997). While the force is efficient and well-trained, it 
is still relatively small. In 1998, African Union forces were still 
more conjecture than reality. In 2007, they are slightly more 
real, but remain undermanned, underfunded, and under-
trained. Beleaguered in Darfur, they have also called upon the 
United States for training, as have many of Africa’s premier 
military officers, whether good or bad. 

An independent mission analysis of the 2003 ECOMOG 
(ECOWAS Ceasefire Monitoring Group) campaign, devel-
oped by Colonel Blair A. Ross, Jr., reads like a predecessor to 
AFRICOM’s current mission statement:

“Planners understood that U.S. forces would play an 

enabling role in support of a West African force with 

minimal U.S. boots on the ground … the operation 

clearly demonstrated that a ... small forward U.S. mili-

tary presence, empowered by… strong interagency co-

ordination, could enable a locally provided regional 

force to achieve tremendous results.”

In comparison, the only other military interventionism on 
the continent comes from Europe. Belguim’s indifference 
to properly allotting troops to the U.N. peacekeeping effort 
in Rwanda and then pulling their military presence from 
the country altogether, resulted in the death of thousands 
of Rwandans. In desperation, the United Nations called on 
the United States to encourage Belgium’s military support. 
Unsuccessful in swaying the Belgians, President Clinton was 
urged to provide military support. Still sore from the bruis-
ing of a failed covert mission in Somalia, the U.S. Adminis-
tration evaded this responsibility.

Factually, those who disagree with AFRICOM may not want 
to acknowledge that almost every major military/rebel con-
flict or establishment of governance and military in Africa 
usually calls directly or indirectly upon American assis-
tance. Even with European involvement as the patriarchal 
power in former colony nations—the Democratic Republic 
of Congo and Rwanda can thank Belgium for many of their 
instability issues, Sierra Leone has France, and Zimbabwe 
the British, etc.—much of the burden still falls to some 
form of American involvement. 
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Colin Wellenkamp
The Washington Linkage Group

Bush FY2009 budget called      
               “wrong” for America

On Monday, February 4, the Bush Administration 
released its final budget proposal. In a release made the 
same day as the budget, House Majority Whip Jim 
Clyburn of South Carolina stated: “…this President 
prefers extending enhanced tax incentives to million-
aires and billionaires rather than developing a fiscally 
inclusive budget that properly protects our homeland, 
upgrades our public health systems, and invest in our 
education systems.”
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The Administration is proposing $3.1 trillion in new 
spending across many areas. However, new expenditures 
are harshly off-set by the reduction or elimination of 151 
discretionary programs. House Ways and Means Chairman, 
Charlie Rangel, did not dwell on the expected bad news 
but looked forward to the future: “…we can draw strength in 
the opportunities that lie beyond Bush’s term in office. We 
have renewed our commitment to working families by rais-
ing the minimum wage for the first time in a decade and 
pushing for long overdue discussions on comprehensive tax 
reform to restore equity and fairness to our tax laws.” 

Though the Democratic Congress considers Bush’s FY2009 
budget proposal ‘dead-on-arrival,’ there will be elements 
that make their way into law one way or the other. Also, 
Republican leadership will use the President’s plan as their 
own baseline of spending as they maneuver with Demo-
crats to reduce domestic expenditures as much as possible. 
The following are some of the key pieces proposed in the 
President’s spending plan. 

Housing Programs
With the foreclosure crises sweeping the nation right now, 
these items in the budget are perhaps needed now more 
than ever.

1.	 Community Development Block Grants: The flag-
ship of the U.S. Government’s community fund regiment, 
CDBG is hailed as one of the most successful commu-
nity renewal and expansion programs in U.S. history. 
Many NBCSL districts throughout the south especially 
enjoy the versatility and leverage capabilities of CDBG 
to a degree where grant funds can be used for water 
infrastructure projects as well as housing. Actually pro-
posed for complete elimination by Bush in past years, 
the FY2009 budget tempers the advocacy of a 22 percent 
cut from the FY2008 level reducing CDBG from $3.886 
billion to $3.0 billion. According to the House Budget 
majority report, the State of New York (NBCSL’s second 
largest State) would loose $64.5 million in CDBG funds 
under the President’s budget.

2.	 HOPE VI: A rather unique program that works to revital-
ize severely distressed public housing, HOPE VI aims to 
help the poorest of the poor neighborhoods. City cores 
devastated by neglect have actually begun to reclaim a 
measure of success with HOPE VI funds. The program 
has been given a $100 million placeholder in several past 
budgets and is slatted for elimination in FY2009. Thank-

fully, efforts are under way in the Senate to boost HOPE 
VI to its original design at a level above $600 million. 

3.	 Weatherization Assistance Grants: A State program 
which has also seen its share of cuts over the past 
several cycles. This grant program was funded at $227 
million for FY2008 and is proposed to be eliminated 
in FY2009. 

4.	 HUD Counseling Program: Actually designed to 
combat foreclosures, the HUD Counseling Program is 
proposed to receive a 30 percent increase from FY2008. 
The FY2009 level is set at $65 million which is arguably 
pathetic in the face of 2.2 million foreclosures projects 
for first quarter 2008 alone. 

Homeland Security/First Responder
The rise in violent crime is a critical issue facing the na-
tion, and this crisis is especially acute among youth in 
urban centers. Unfortunately, the budget does not reflect a 
solid financial plan to address this reality. 

1.	 The COPS community policing program, the Byrne/
Justice Assistance Grant program, the State Criminal 
Alien Assistance Program, Bullet Proof Vests, Drug 
Courts, and the Weed & Seed program are all proposed 
to be consolidated into four smaller initiatives with an 
overall reduction in funding of 57 percent; down from 
$2.03 billion to $865 million. 

2.	 The State Homeland Security Grant Program, historically 
the largest Homeland Security grant in the country, is 
proposed for a tremendous cut from $950 million to 
$200 million. According to the House Budget major-
ity report, the State of Georgia alone will loose $18.9 
million in homeland security funds if the President’s 
budget is enacted. 

Labor/Human Health & Services
The Labor/HHS section of the budget is an area of great 
interest for state programs, as many of them are adminis-
tered at the State-level to ensure more equal dispersal. The 
President’s response to SCHIP is a daunting preview of his 
approach to Labor/HHS issues within his budget proposal.

1.	 Vocational Education State Program Grants: Proposed 
at $791 million, this is a huge reduction from the 
$1.164 billion enacted amount in FY2008.

2.	 Safe and Drug Free Schools and Communities State 
Grants: Given a dwindling placeholder every year, the 
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Thomas Donahue 
NBCSL Guest Writer
Director of Corporate Communications  
CompuCredit Corp.

Representatives Smyre,  
Williams, and Sinkfield  
Receive Trumpet Award

In recognition of their extraordinary 
individual achievements and public 
service, NBCSL President Calvin Smyre 
(GA), Rep. Al Williams (GA) and Rep. 
Georganna Sinkfield (GA) each re-
ceived the prestigious “Tower of Power” 
Trumpet Award during the 16th An-
nual Trumpet Awards ceremony, held 
on January 12 –14 in Atlanta, Georgia. 
Also present for the gala event was 
Immediate Past President Rep. Mary 
Coleman (MS) and Executive Director 
LaKimba DeSadier Walker.

The annual awards event honors African Americans for excellence and accomplishments in catego-
ries such as entertainment, medicine, business, politics and law. The elegant awards show, hosted by 
actor Samuel L. Jackson and his wife, actress LaTanya Richardson Jackson, will be broadcast on TV 
One on March 3, 2008 (check your local listing for times).

Other recipients of this year’s Trumpet Award include actors Halle Berry and Danny Glover, Judge 
Paul L. Brady, the nation’s first African American Federal Administrative Law Judge, and Georgia State 
Attorney General Thurbert Baker, who is also the President of the National Association of Attorneys 
General. Three members of the U.S. House of Representatives—Rep. Sanford Bishop, Jr. (GA), Rep. 
Hank Johnson (GA), and Rep. David Scott (GA)—also received the esteemed Tower of Power award. 

For the fourth consecutive year, NBCSL Corporate Roundtable member CompuCredit Corporation 
(http://www.compucredit.com) served as a major co-sponsor of the Trumpet Awards. With the funds 
raised through its sponsors, the Trumpet Awards Foundation has generated nearly $4 million for char-
itable and educational causes and has assisted hundreds of students in pursuit of their education. 
The Trumpet Awards were founded by Xernona Clayton, a long-time civil rights activist and former 
Turner broadcasting executive who once served as an assistant to Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. For more 
information, visit http://www.trumpetfoundation.org n
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Robert V. Mayo, Ph.D.
NBCSL Guest Writer
The District of Columbia  
Public Charter School Board

Revisiting  
Public Charter Schools 
Part I:  An Updated Overview of  
National Statistics and Policy Trends 

Since the inception of the first state charter law in Minnesota in 1991, public 
charter schools have been the topic of much debate at the national and state 
education policy levels. Simply defined, public charter schools are publicly-funded 
schools that are granted greater autonomy for greater accountability for the 
unique goals outlined within their charters. In the vast majority of cases, pub-
lic charter schools are free of the policies and procedures of traditional public 
school systems; however, they are fully accountable to all relevant federal policies 
and regulations. In the greater context of education policy and practice, public 
charter schools are but one form of public choice options that have historically 
included magnet schools/programs, vocational programs, special academies, 
schools within schools and exam schools. 
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As the number of autonomous public charter schools has 
grown in recent years, so have the voices of both support 
and opposition—both sides of which have proven to be 
susceptible to the scarcity of valid and reliable large-scale 
research data on the subject. Nevertheless, even amidst 
these times of budgetary shortfalls, to some the question is 
simple: Should tax paying families have tuition-free educa-
tion options for their children? Put another way, should 
the children of tax paying families be relegated to attend-
ing a perpetually low-performing school strictly based on 
their address and limited options within the structure 
of a traditional school system? This first installment of a 
three-part series will a) explore the current status of public 
charter school growth on the national level and b) provide 
a description of policy trends and options that directly ef-
fect public charter school growth and quality.

National Statistics & Trends
According to the National Alliance of Public Charter 
Schools’ most recent reports, public charters currently 
serve over one million students in over 4,000 schools 
which amounts to roughly 2% of K-12 students nationwide. 
The top five charter school states are California, Arizona, 
Florida, Ohio and Michigan (respectively), with Arizona hav-
ing the highest concentration of students (8%). The com-
munities having the highest concentration of students are: 
1) post-Katrina New Orleans (57%), 2) Southfield, Michigan, 
Dayton, Ohio and Washington, D.C. (all at 27%) and 3) Pon-
tiac, Michigan and Youngstown, Ohio (both at 23%). 

Despite the early fears of some, overall charter schools have 
not become the insulated publicly funded private schools 
that skim “the best and the brightest” off the top and pro-
mote particular religious beliefs or agendas. Demographi-
cally, nationwide 58% of public charter school students 
are minorities and 52% qualify for free and reduced price 
lunch. Eleven-percent of public charter students are for-
mally identified as special education students and 12% are 
identified as English language learners. Comparative data 
also show that public charters are structured to provide 
more alternative education options for students as evi-
denced by only 54% of public charter (vs. 87% traditional 
public) considering themselves “general education” schools 
and 26% of public charter (vs. 6% traditional public) consid-
ering themselves “alternative” schools (i.e. those that serve 
drop-outs, behaviorally-challenged, suspension/expulsion 
students, etc.). Schools considering themselves special edu-
cation and career/vocational were equal at between 1-2%. 

State Policy Trends 
The political climate around public charter schools varies 
from state to state. Contrary to the beliefs of some, there 
is actually no overarching national charter school law. This 
leaves policy development and implementation up to state 
and local education agencies. Some state legislatures are 
facing greater pressure to increase the number of high-
performing public charter schools, while others are struggling 
with holding low-performing public charters accountable 
and in some cases closing them. 

Currently, 40 states, The District of Columbia and Puerto 
Rico have charter laws that vary in breadth, depth, scope, 
and quality. Key provisions within these laws have direct 
bearing on public charter schools including, but not lim-
ited to: 

n	 authorization processes;

n	 organizational structures (i.e., what types of organiza-
tions can vie for run charters);

n	 funding levels;

n	 student demographics;

n	 accountability mechanisms;

n	 growth; and

n	 overall quality.

Differences in many aspects of states’ charter laws stem from 
a number of factors including the comparative quality of 
existing traditional public school options, states’ economic 
vitality, where states are in charter growth, and the politi-
cal climate at the state house. Similarly, funding levels for 
students whose families opt to send them to public char-
ters also vary greatly. Comparatively, the nationwide average 
per-pupil allocation for public charter students is 78% of 
statewide per-pupil funding levels and 76% of traditional 
public school per-pupil allocations in urban districts. Of 
the 42 states/territories/districts that have charter laws, 25 
states and Washington, D.C. have charter laws that place 
different types of caps on public charter schools including, 
but not limited to, caps on: 

n	 the total number of schools;

n	 the number of traditional public schools that can con-
vert to charter status;

n	 where schools can be located;



THE LEGISLATOR n 20

n	 the number of students an individual school can serve;

n	 the types of students that can be served (i.e., at-risk, low-
income, low-performing, etc.); and 

n	 how student enrollment actually takes place (i.e., open 
enrollment, first come-first served, public lotteries, wait-
ing lists, etc.).

Key policy issues around accountability mechanisms 
between states and charter authorizers, as well as those 
between authorizers and charter recipient organizations 
abound. What is clear at this juncture is that public charter 
schools are a major factor in public education and for any 
number of reasons, families of various demographic back-
grounds are opting for them. What is also clear is that with 
all of this autonomy comes the related complexities around 
growth management and accountability for all stakeholders 
at all levels and phases. State-level policy issues and implica-
tions associated with public charter school growth, funding, 
achievement, and accountability will be discussed in parts 
two and three of this series. n 

Resources:

Charter Schools Gain Momentum, Face Challenges, at State 
Level (Education Week/Associated Press, 1/3/08): http://
www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2008/01/09/17charter.h27.html

States May See Fiscal Squeeze on Education: As legislatures 
convene, budget pressures could dictate tough choices 
on school initiatives. (Linda Johnson/Education Week, 
1/16/08): http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2008/01/09/
17preview.h27.html

The Education Commission of the States: http://www.ecs.
org/ecsmain.asp?page=/html/IssueCollapse.asp

The National Charter School Research Project

Hope, Fears & Reality: A Balanced Look at American Charter 
Schools (2006 & 2007): http://www.ncsrp.org/cs/csr/view/
csr_pubs/17

The National Alliance of Public Charter Schools: http://
www.publiccharters.org/

http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2008/01/09/17charter.h27.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2008/01/09/17charter.h27.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2008/01/09/17preview.h27.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2008/01/09/17preview.h27.html
http://www.ecs.org/ecsmain.asp?page=/html/IssueCollapse.asp
http://www.ecs.org/ecsmain.asp?page=/html/IssueCollapse.asp
http://www.ncsrp.org/cs/csr/view/csr_pubs/17
http://www.ncsrp.org/cs/csr/view/csr_pubs/17
http://www.publiccharters.org/
http://www.publiccharters.org/


THE LEGISLATOR n 21

Kristin Cornelius
NBCSL Policy Associate

Cardiovascular Disease’s  
Impact on the African  
American Community

Cardiovascular disease is the leading cause of death for both women and 
men in the United States, causing about 36.3% of all deaths in 2004. In 2004, 
overall death rates due to cardiovascular disease were 40% higher among 
African American females than among Caucasian females and 35% higher 
among African American males than among Caucasian males. Heart disease, 
stroke, and high blood pressure are the three most common cardiovascular 
diseases. Despite the impact of cardiovascular disease—including heart attack 
and series long-term disability, there are tangible, effective ways Americans 
can fight against this disease and its potentially devastating consequences. 
Individuals and public policymakers should take action to ensure that the 
disease is being addressed in every way possible.
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What You Can Do: Focus on Prevention
Cardiovascular disease is preventable. Healthy living and 
proper management of chronic diseases can reduce risk of 
cardiovascular disease. People of all ages should focus on 
preventing or reducing cardiovascular disease instances 
through relatively simple and inexpensive lifestyle changes.

Visit a health care professional regularly. In 2003,  
approximately 37% of American adults—48.7% of African 
Americans—reported having two or more of six risk factors 
for heart disease and stroke (high blood pressure, high 
blood cholesterol, diabetes, smoking, physical inactivity, 
and obesity). Regular checkups and screenings increase 
awareness of these risk factors. A health care professional 
can provide information and work with you to reduce 
your risk for heart disease or stroke.

Increase physical activity, improve nutrition, and 
control weight. African American adults are less likely 
than Caucasians to engage in at least some leisure-time 
physical activity. Moreover, obesity in African American 
children and adults is higher than in Caucasian children 
and adults, especially in African American females 20 years 
or older for which the obesity prevalence is more than 20% 
higher than for their Caucasian counterparts. Increasing 
physical activity and eating healthy foods can help reduce 
risk factors closely tied to heart attack and stroke.

Control blood pressure. 33% of American adults—about 
40% of African Americans—have high blood pressure; 
however, almost 70% of people with high blood pressure 
do not have it under control, and 30% are unaware they 
have it. High blood pressure is a factor in 69% of heart 
attacks, 77% of strokes, and 74% of cases of heart failure. 
Reducing sodium and alcohol intake as well as increasing 
physical activity can lower blood pressure, especially if 
high blood pressure is identified early.

Eliminate tobacco use. Cigarette smoking is a powerful 
independent predictor of cardiac arrest in patients with 
coronary heart disease and results in a 2- to 3-fold increased 
risk of dying of coronary heart disease. Although smok-
ing almost doubles a person’s risk for the most common 
type of stroke, the risk of stroke decreases steadily after 
smoking cessation.

What Legislators Can Do
Policymakers can contribute to reducing the prevalence and 
health effects of cardiovascular disease in a variety of ways.

Be a role model. Publicly live a healthy lifestyle, including 
exercising, eating healthy, controlling weight, and not smoking.

Make healthy choices easier. Work within your state 
legislatures to implement policy that will mandate physi-
cal activity and eliminate junk food in schools. Consider 
offering incentives to employers that encourage more exer-
cise and healthier eating choices. Seek partnerships in the 
corporate, non-profit, and faith sectors to ensure all neigh-
borhoods have access to fresh fruits and vegetables and 
low-sodium foods. Consider smoke-free laws in public places 
and/or banning the use of trans fat. Implement policies en-
hancing access to safe parks, walking trails, and bike paths.

Extend insurance coverage. Support policies that 
encourage health care coverage to include blood pressure 
screening, treatment, and control. Tell constituents about 
currently available services, e.g. free Medicare screenings 
for diabetes and heart disease.

Focus programs on people at high risk for cardiovas-
cular disease. Consider implementing programs focused 
on high-risk groups, such as African Americans. Stress the 
importance of early education and awareness, emphasizing 
prevention as key.

Participate in a Healthy Living Task Force or networks. 
Create a task force that works to bring together policymakers, 
community health advocates, the business community, and 
medical professionals to increase awareness and collabora-
tion regarding making healthy lifestyle choices for the heart 
and reducing risk for cardiovascular disease.

With reduced risk through healthy lifestyle choices and 
legislation advocating heart healthy living, Americans 
—constituents and legislators—can work together to 
reduce the prevalence of cardiovascular disease.

For the most beneficial outcomes of cardiovascular disease, 
awareness is crucial. Please see NBCSL’s next Legislator issue 
for specific information on heart disease and stroke, includ-
ing understanding the conditions, systems of care, and what 
legislators can do.n
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2004 Age-Adjusted Death Rates for Cardiovascular Disease and Stroke by State 
(includes District of Columbia and Puerto Rico)

State
Cardiovascular Disease Stroke

Rank Death Rate Rank Death Rate

Alabama 50 364.2 50 64.8

Alaska 2 223.4 30 51.4

Arizona 13 248.3 10 43.3

Arkansas 46 338.2 52 65.1

California 28 276.4 32 52.8

Colorado 4 233.9 14 44.2

Connecticut 7 239.6 2 37.8

Delaware 33 292.7 6 40.5

District of Columbia 45 336.8 4 38.8

Florida 24 265.7 8 41.9

Georgia 42 324.3 46 59.8

Hawaii 3 230.4 18 47.3

Idaho 19 256.8 35 53.9

Illinois 31 290.2 26 50.1

Indiana 38 306.0 36 53.9

Iowa 23 262.6 24 49.4

Kansas 27 272.6 31 51.5

Kentucky 44 334.9 42 58.0

Louisiana 47 338.8 44 59.3

Maine 20 257.2 27 50.8

Maryland 30 282.7 29 51.3

Massachusetts 10 246.9 9 42.6

Michigan 39 307.3 25 50.0

Minnesota 1 211.1 16 46.2

Mississippi 52 381.9 45 59.7

Missouri 43 324.4 40 55.8

Montana 6 237.4 15 45.6

Cardiovascular Disease is defined here as ICD-10 I00-I99. 
Stroke is defined here as ICD-10 I60-I69.
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2004 Age-Adjusted Death Rates for Cardiovascular Disease and Stroke by State 
(includes District of Columbia and Puerto Rico)

State
Cardiovascular Disease Stroke

Rank Death Rate Rank Death Rate

Nebraska 17 254.8 20 47.8

Nevada 41 314.0 34 53.6

New Hampshire 22 261.1 12 43.7

New Jersey 25 270.9 5 39.3

New Mexico 8 239.6 7 40.6

New York 34 297.6 1 32.7

North Carolina 35 298.0 48 60.9

North Dakota 11 247.9 37 54.3

Ohio 37 305.5 28 51.1

Oklahoma 51 367.6 47 60.4

Oregon 15 250.8 43 58.1

Pennsylvania 32 291.2 19 47.3

Puerto Rico 9 243.5 22 48.2

Rhode Island 26 271.6 3 38.4

South Carolina 40 308.5 51 64.9

South Dakota 16 252.5 21 47.8

Tennessee 49 349.1 49 64.5

Texas 36 301.3 41 56.3

Utah 5 237.3 17 46.9

Vermont 12 247.9 11 43.6

Virginia 29 281.6 39 55.2

Washington 14 249.1 33 53.4

West Virginia 48 344.5 38 54.4

Wisconsin 21 260.8 23 48.9

Wyoming 18 256.6 13 43.9

Total United States 288.0 51.1

Cardiovascular Disease is defined here as ICD-10 I00-I99. 
Stroke is defined here as ICD-10 I60-I69.
Source: Selection from Heart Diaease and Stroke Statistics—2008 Update: A Report From the American Heart Association Statistics Committee and Stroke Statistics Subcommittee.
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States’ Solutions to  
Widespread Worker  
Misclassification

Worker misclassification occurs when an employer 
improperly treats a worker on his payroll as an “inde-
pendent contractor” when, in fact, that worker should 
be treated as an “employee” under applicable state and 
federal laws. 
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When a construction contractor documents a laborer per-
forming site excavation as an independent contractor rather 
than as an employee, the laborer receives no overtime nor is 
he guaranteed minimum wage payments. Workers and their 
families are severely hurt when they lose these essential 
worker protections. They are unlikely to receive any type of 
health and pension benefits, they are burdened with paying 
the full portion of Social Security and Medicare taxes, and 
they are not covered by federal and state employment or 
labor laws. For example, if a laborer:

n	 is laid off, he will not receive unemployment insurance;

n	 is injured, he will not receive workers compensation 
payments; 

n	 suffers discrimination on the job, he will not be covered 
by EEO laws; or

n	 a family member becomes ill, he will have no rights to 
family or medical leave. 

The employer avoids the obligation to withhold and remit 
payroll taxes on behalf of the misclassified laborer. Employ-
ers who misclassify workers as independent contractors 
gain advantage over law-abiding employers because they 
save as much as 30 percent of payroll costs by evading re-
quirements to pay workers these benefits. These illegal cost 
savings translate into federal and state governments losing 
billions of dollars in revenue each year.

A recent state study about this situation—The Economic 
Costs of Employee Misclassification in the State of Illinois 
(Kelsay et al, University of Missouri-Kansas City, 2006)—
estimates that Illinois loses $124 million in income tax an-
nually and $95.9 million annually in workers compensation 
premiums for misclassifed workers, including $23.2 million 
of that underpayment by construction industry employers. 

As a result of these issues, state governments nationwide 
are seeking solutions to the growing problem of worker 
misclassification. Because the misclassification problem is 
especially severe in the construction industry, several states 
enacted legislation in 2007 to level the playing field for 
construction employers and employees. For instance:

1.	 The New Jersey Construction Industry Independent Contractor 
Act establishes a uniform definition of “employee.” The 
act creates a presumption that construction workers are 
employees and must be classified as such under the New 
Jersey prevailing wage, unemployment compensation, 

temporary disability benefits, workers’ compensation, 
wage/hour, and tax laws. It subjects contractors who 
knowingly misclassify workers to stringent penalties, 
including criminal penalties, debarment from public 
construction contracts for three years, stop-work orders, 
fines and restitution to the misclassifed worker and per-
mits third parties to file complaints. 

2.	 The Illinois Employee Classification Act contains a 
presumption that individuals performing services for a 
construction contractor are employees and provides for a 
private right of enforcement by workers and other inter-
ested parties. Repeat violators are debarred from receiving 
state contracts for four years and willful violators are 
subject to criminal penalties. The law requires cooperation 
and data-sharing by the state departments of labor, em-
ployment security, revenue and workers’ compensation. 

Governors in several states, including New York and Michigan, 
have signed Executive Orders creating inter-agency task 
forces to coordinate and strengthen enforcement against 
independent contractor abuses. Other states have created 
targeted industry enforcement to most effectively utilize 
scarce government resources that focus on sectors where 
misclassification is widespread and deep. In New Jersey, the 
Labor Commissioner utilizes targeted construction industry 
audits and investigations, which in 2006 revealed that there 
was misclassification in 41% of those audits and investigations.

In many states, the Laborers’ International Union of North 
America (LIUNA) is fighting to stop the mistreatment of 
workers on construction sites. The half-million collective 
bargaining members of LIUNA are on the forefront of the 
construction industry, and are a powerhouse of 10 million 
workers who produce 5 percent of the U.S. economic out-
put. Working with state elected officials, LIUNA is seeking 
solutions to stop employers from misclassifying workers. 

In 2008, worker misclassification reform will continue to be 
on the front-burner of state legislatures across the nation, as 
its critical role in protecting workers and fair employers, as 
well as in closing the tax gap, is realized.n




