Schalkenbach represented at ALEC meeting

by Dr. William Bait, Albany, NY

I'm sitting in the Nashville air-
porthaving just left the ALEC confer-
ence here August 10-13. ALECis the
American Legislative Exchange Coun-
cil, the association of state legislators
which Ted Gwartney and T have been
exhibitingtofor the past three days for
the Schalkenbach Foundation. Some
3,900 state legislators assembled here
to discuss various issues of concern,
tax policy being one prime topic of
discussion. ALEC claims to be a non-
partisan organization but I doubt if
there wasa Democrat there. For many
of these people, government was not
justsuspect; it was the enemy. Itwas
fitting, perhaps that the meeting was
held at the Opryland Hotel here on the
edge of Nashville, out on the beltway
nearthe airport.

Opryland, like Disneyland per-
haps, isa place one might wantto have
seen but probably not return to. Itis
caricature and parody on top ofkitsch,
over 5,000 hotel rooms spread over
dozens of acres, all under one roof.
Between the over twenty buildingsare
abouttwelve acresof gardens, all with
waterfalls and Iush fohage. Indeed the
trapical foliage is probably the most
tasteful and interesting partofthe site.
Mapsare distributed to help people find
their way around, but most still get
lost, severaltimes aday! Looking over
the dozens of restaurants and collect-
ible shops are dozens of railed bridges
sothatone canenjoythewaterfalls, the
fountains, the plant life, the other
people, and of course one’s maps! At9
PM every night one of the gardens
entertains hundred of people by danc-
ingwater fountains, itby colored lights
and lasers, and all to & medley of
electronic music, evervthing from clae-
gical to show tunes, to current and
classicpop hits, and, of course, country
music.

The after-dinner speakers and ple-
nary sessions amplified the views ofthe
true believers, people call themselves
conservativeseventhoughitisn’t quite
clear what that means these days.
Many keynoters were of course Ten-
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nessee natives, U.S. Senator Fred Th-
ompson, Governor Sundquist, its GOP
legislative leaders, and otherlocal no-
tables. But Governor Tom Ridge from
Pennsylvania came in, as did Senator
Paul Coverdell from Georgia. Other
keynoters were a representative from
Philip Morris to explain how it was
working hard to keep cigarettes away
fromchildren and developing an appa-
ratus that will help keep indoor air
clear ofamoke. Anotherspeakertalked
abouthiscompany’s “service” topeople
temporarily caught shortbetween pay-
checks, and the short-term loans it
offers that they can get to tide them
overat 18% interestper month! Insur-
ance executives, medical companies
and automobile companies all had
prominent places as speakers, all to
emphasize the joint “public private co-
eperation” advanced by this organiza-
tion. Rush Limbaugh’s picture graced
lots ofexhibits but he was not present,
although Armstrong Williams hroad-
cast hig show from the lobby of the
convention center for twodays. Seeing
anopportunity, | buttonholed him and
told him abouta “freemarketapproach
to reversing the centrifugal forces of
sprawl.” (Onehastogetone’ssoundbites
down right forthese people.) It perked
his interest enough thatI got onto his
show, and spent about haif an hour
expounding on the virtues of taxing
natural resources and landratherthan
income and sales. He was rather in-
trigued with the idea. Unfortunately,
former Virginia Governor George Allen
came along and we were pre-empted for
what otherwise would have been a
longer time. Media and political celebs
work together, youknow.

Ted and I spent over two days
talking with legislators strolling by,
looking to find interesting ideas and
material. Many otherscomingbywere
their spouses and children, and every-
one had to get a star pasted to their
exhibit program in order to be eligible
for the doorprizes tobe awarded at the
end of the conference. Ted wonders
whether we “made any sales.” What
constitutes a sale is unclear, but cer-
tainly several people understood a bitof

whatwere are arguing for, and I doubt
if as many others had as “original” an
idea to offer. Representative Dick
Noyes, our own committed Georgist
from New Hampshire waspresent with
his wife Joan, as was Senator Qwen
Johnson from New York, who has on
several occasions introduced a two-rate
bill there. There were other legislators
who had a vague notion of what we
were talking about and several had
even heard of Henry George. We ex-
changed dozens, perhaps hundredsof
business cards, and collected a large
bag ofliterature fromotherexhibitors,
some of whom mightbe potential allies,
some environmental groups and the
homebuilders, forexample.

We can hope that some of these
contacts may bear fruit, particularly
afterafollow up letter and perhapsabit
ofinformation about the applicability
totheirrespective states. We have yet
torealize any immediate impact from
thiseffort, the third year now in which
we've attended, but there are at least
several who know who were are and
what we stand for.



