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INCREASING CAMPAIGN COSTS IN VIRGINIA:
Problems and Remedies

By WILLIAM BUCHANAN

In 1758 a young candidate won elec
tion to the House of Burgesses from Fair
fax C'ounty by a vote 1,£ 309 to 239 for his
nearest opponent. His private account
book listed his cam_ aign costs as 39
pounds, 6 shillings for an assortment of
beverages including rum, rum punch,
wine, beer, brandy, and cider royal
amounting to 160 gallons, equivalent to
more than a quart and a half per voter.
If the incident were repeated today, his
election would be subject to challenge
and he and the voters to fine and im
prisonment. As it turned out, from this
auspicious start in politics he worked his
way up to election as the first President of
the United States.

In 1969 the costs of reaching and
persuading the voters of Virginia, by
means quite different from those Washing
ton used, will be just as staggering. The
reports filed with the State Board of
Elections will certainly aggregate to a
much larger amount than in any previous
year. Even so, the amount actually spent
will considerably exceed the amount of
ficially reported, and the amounts
rumored during the campaign will un
doubtedly exceed the amounts actually
being pent by the candidates.

Let us start with some figures from the
expenditure statements which candidates
are required to file with the Board after
Election Day. As shown by the accom
panying tabulation, there is not much
consistency in the amount spent per vote
gained, and the reported cost of reaching
the registered voters of Virginia with the
candidate's message has not been ex-
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orbitant. However, these figures often
leave out several significant types of ex
penditure: (1) money spent by special
committees working in behalf of the can
didates who do not report their expenses
to him, (2) money rai ed and spent by
local committees within their own county
or city, and (3) contributions of food,
drink and services, equipment loaned,
headquarters provided, and advertising
paid for directly.

There is a widespread belief that cer
tain expenditures are "exempt" from re
porting, and the confusion and decen
tralization of campaigning does not en
courage accurate record keeping. The
pooling of informed observer's estimates,
plus data from scattered reports from con
scientious candidates who considered
committee expenses "exempt" but never
theless estimated them and appended
them to their reports, suggest that the
actual total outlays are at least half again
as much as the reported amounts. It
would be incorrect to apply this 50 per
cent factor to any particular candidate's
expense statement, but it is reasonable
to conclude that the aggregate expendi
ture in 1966 was closer to $1,400,000 than
to the $950,000 reported.

WHAT THE MONEY GOES FOR

The law requires that the amount,
date, recipient, and purpose of each ex
penditure must be stated. The complete
ness of the reports is variable, but those
that itemized costs in intelligible detail
were averaged to get a rough distribution.
The eight major areas were:

1. Television and radio. The median
campaign spent 19 percent of its money
on electronic media, slightly less than in
most other states. Nearly as much is spent
on radio as on television. To reach the
many Virginia voters who live on the
periphery of the State, candidates must
pay charges based on a market of viewers

that extends into Maryland, Tenne ee,
North Carolina, or the District of Colum
bia.

2. ewspapers, 13 percent, somewhat
more than in other states.

3. Direct mail, 13 percent. This is very
approximate, for it was difficult to
separate mailers from the cost of the gen
eral purpose leaflets that were enclo ed
in them.

4. Supplies, 12 percent. This covers
letterheads, office supplies, and campaign
gadgets such as matchbooks, campaign
buttons, bumper stickers, pens, pencils,
nail files, telephone stickers, potholders,
and "go-tops" (whatever they are), and
the cost of distributing these item to
local workers.

5. Travel, 10 percent, but higher fo
Statewide candidates.

6. Headquarters, 10 percent. Thi in
cludes rental of office and furniture,
utilities, telephone, telegraph, and a
variety of other outlays (e.g., faucet re
pairs, $11).

7. Salaries, eight percent. This was a
substantial part of the Statewide cam
paigns. Personnel cost is reported to be
rising, as volunteer workers in metropoli
tan campaigns sometimes expect om
pensation for poll-watching and election
day services. There is doubt that handing
out cards at the polls wins any votes, but
no one dares discontinue it.

8. Signs and billboards, six percent. In
cluded here are posters, stakes, staples,
candidate photographs, and in one cam
paign, renting a skywriting plane. The
Virginia percentage is lower than in other
states, giving support to the belief that
billboard cost is probably under-reported.
It may be that major advertisers - or the
billboard industry itself, which is inter
ested in Federal and state regulation of
highway advertising - make space availa
ble to some candidates at little or no cost.
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There are some other items that do not
all conveniently into any of the above

categorie: fish fries, barbecues, coffees,
surv ys and polls, election-day transporta
tion, bab sitting, filing fees, and, in one
calnpaign, rental of a calliope. In general,
Virginia campaigners have spent more
for wr'tten media in comparison to other
states, and less for "impact" media.

PAT A D FUTURE COSTS

Finding a trend line in costs to project
into the future is difficult, for past elec
tion years have often seen seats uncon
te ted either in the primary or in the

ovember election. By a rough averaging
prace s it was found that, when the

umber of contested seats is held con-
tant, costs were relatively stable from 1952

to 1962, but tripled in the 1964-66 elec
tion cycle. Past costs in Virginia's State
wide races have not been high compared
to other states. Congressional and legisla
ti aces, when contested, were somewhat
costlier than in other states for which
reliable figures are available, but the
number of unchallenged seats kept over
all expenditures down.

In 1969 there are more candidates for
Statewide primary nomination and the
candidates appear better financed. It ap
pears that, even using the conservative
figures of the past, $3 to $3.5 million will
be spent in the campaigns for constitu
tional and legislative office in the pri
maries and general election. Reports of
bulging campaign chests and estimates
of a quarter to half million dollars per
candidate, plus the possibility of a run-
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off primary, could send the total to be
tween 4 and 5 million. Though massive
compared to expenditures a decade ago,
it should be kept in mind that unstable
and competitive conditions exist both
within the Democratic Party and between
the Democratic and RepUblican parties.
In merican politics, the major state
electoral decisions customarily are made
either in the primary or the election con
test, rarely in both.

Another factor that is pushing up cam
paign costs is the expanding electorate.
In the 1940's only a fourth of Virginians
took part in the Pre idential elections. In
the 1950's the rate went up to one-third,
in 1964 it was 41 percent, in 1968 it was
almost 51 percent - a rise in turnout
that has been exceeded only 3 times
in the history of all the American states
for the last half-century. Yet it can go
much higher; there are states in the West
where Presidential turnout is half again
as much as Virginia's, and Southern and
Border states which have a much larger
turnout than that of Virginia in guberna
torial elections.

Projecting the increases in adult popula
tion, registration, and voting lead to a
conservative estimate that the active Vir
ginia electorate of the 1970's may well
contain twice as many persons as the
500,000 to 700,000 who have been par
ticipating. Of course, the cost of reaching
the voters would not go up in the same
proportion. However, the unit cost of
advertising is going up nationally; for
example, a radio spot cost 21 percent
more in 1964 than in 1960, a television
spot 41 percent more. ewspaper ad
vertising, printing, and postage are also,
going up. There are new items of ex
penditure, such as public opinion poll
ing and appeal testing, on which a can
didate may spend as much as $20,000.

nd the u e of special media to reach
particular groups, such as Negroes and
factory workers, is increasing.

PRESE T CAMPAIGN FINANCE LAWS

Virginia's laws with respect to spend
ing and reporting campaign funds are,
at best, incon istent and confusing.
Provisions applying to primaries and con
ventions, but not to elections, are:

Section 24-402 of the Code of Virginia
limits expenditures to 50 cents per vote
cast for the winner in the last election.
But expenditures for pamphlets, news
papers, radio, and television are exempted

from this limit, and since they constitute
the bulk of expenditures, only a most ex
pensive campaign would approach the
limit.

Sections 24-405 and 24-406 prohibit
voters soliciting money or liquor, and
candidates buying newspaper support un
less labeled "Paid Advertisement."

Provisions applying to both primaries
and elections are:

Sections 24-440 and 24-441 prohibit
candidates and their supporters from buy
ing votes or spending money for purposes
other than travel, printing, or advertising
to state their positions on public ques
tions and request the suffrage of the
voters. Expenditures are also permitted
for P?~ta[.~le'pho~~ bil~s, rent ot halls
and headquarters, bands, clerical help,
and transportation of voters to the polls.
Interpreted strictly, absence from this list
would prohibit billboards, bumper stick
ers, and buttons which simply "request
the suffrage" of a voter without indicating
the candidate's position on the issues. It
would probably prohibit opinion polling
as well. No court has interpreted this
provision, strictly or otherwise, for no
actions have been brought.

Section 24-442 is the heart of the Vir
ginia expense law. The candidate must
file with the Board of Elections within
30 days after the election a sworn state
ment "setting forth in detail all sums of
money contributed, disbursed, expended
or promised by him, and to the best of
his knowledge and belief by any persons
in his behalf, wholly or in part, endeavor
ing to secure his nomination or election."
The amount, date, recipient, and purpose
of the expenditure must be stated. Reports
must be "as full and explicit" as the
candidate can make them. The records
are to be public, and subject to inspec
tion.

This section, in spirit at least, is con
sonant with the thinking of contemporary
analysts of election finance practices: that
it is hopeless to attempt to limit the
amounts spent on electioneering. Instead,
a state should see that the public is in
formed about what candidates are spend
i"ng. In practice, however, the law goes
through the motions of informing the
citizens without actually telling them
much that is useful.

A report filed a month after the elec
tion is over does not tell the voter about
candidate spending at a time when he
might give or withhold his vote on the
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(a.) For the three offices
(b.) For the two seats
(c.) Average of three contests
(d.) Average of seven contests
(e.) Estimated
(f.) Statewide averages

withholding the certificate of election,
and the Board of Elections' policy of
writing the candidate when the report
does not appear, have resulted in files
that appear substantially complete. This
is in contrast to some other states where
such records are quickly, if not deliberate
ly, misplaced. The Board construes its

Election Expenditures in Virginia, 1965-67

duties with respect to the contents of the
reports as strictly ministerial, and its staff
does not examine them for completeness
or accuracy.

C'HANGE THE VIRGINIA LAW?

There has been to date no widespread
clamor for campaign finance reform in
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basis of the information. Moreover, the
revelation that Smith is spending his
money on television and potholders,
while Jones goes in for bumper stickers,
barbecues, newspapers, and nail files is
not likely to change the course of an
election. Examination of the reports
howed indeed that a number of them

describe expenses in such a vague, broad
way (e.g., "advertising") that the in
formation is useless.

Interviews with persons active in
politics, plus examination of the reports,
gave evidence of a widespread belief that
certain expenditures are "exempt," al
though a literal reading of the law
provides no grounds for this belief. One
Congre sional candidate declared that he
had spent $5,800, and that in addition
local committees "not under my direc
tion or control" spent money for ad
vertising "in amounts not known." An
other listed districtwide committees and
the aggregate amount each spent, but did
not report the objects of expenditure,
"the details of which are not known to
deponent." Another candidate simply
X'ed out the printed words on the form:
"This is a full and explicit statement."

Section 24-443 sets forth the oath to ac
company the expense statement, to the
effect that it "embraces all money spent
by me or in my behalf, with my knowl
edge and consent, by any adherents and
friends; that I have neither directly nor
indirectly arranged, encouraged nor con
nived at the spending of any money so
spent or claimed to have been so spent
and that I will not do so, and that I have
not violated any of the provisions or laws
governing candidates for office, in letter
or in spirit."

The "knowledge and consent" clause
opens a small loophole, but the declara
tion that one has not "encouraged" spend
ing such money immediately closes it. It
is unrealistic to imagine committees
pending money in a candidate's behalf
withou~ his "encouragement."

Sections 24-444, 445, 446, 447, and 448
provide that violation of the above
provisions is a misdemeanor, that no cer
tificate of election is to be issued until
the expense statement is "made, verified,
and filed," that the winner cannot take
office or be paid until he has filed the
statement and oath, that a violation voids
the election, and that these records are
to be open for inspection.

These provisions, particularly the one



Virginia. Two incidents in recent elec
tions, however, have called attention to
the inadequacies of the reporting system.
In 1966 Senator A. Willis Robertson was
reported in the press to have received
from bank officers $82,000-about one
third of the recorded cost of his campaign.
The a.c.c.uracy of the report cannot, of
course, be verified, since Virginia law
does not require that donors' names be
listed. Some observers believe that this
revelation cost him the election.

In 1968, campaigning for a challenger
to Republican Congressman William C.
Wampler, Democratic National Commit
teeman William B. Hopkins charged that
Wampler two years earlier had violated
the Virginia law by not listing billboards
among his expense· ems. Wampler s cam
paign manager responded that the
Wampler billboards "were paid for by
the Republicans in the cities and coun
ties." The incident pointed up several
inadequacies of the Virginia law: (1)
with only post-election reporting, the ex
penditure could not become an issue
until two years after it occurred, (2)
lump-sum reporting obscured whether
Mr. Wampler had intended to list bill
boards among his expenditures, (3) there
is a difference of interpretation as to
whether local committee expenditures
should or should not be reported, which
cannot be resolved until some legal ac-

tion is taken, which no one appears eager
to initiate, and (4) the public still does
not know how much Mr. Wampler or his
supporters spent for billboards or who
put up the money.

It is not unlikely that the massive
amounts being spent this year (1969)
will give rise to further discussion of the
need for revising the Virginia law. Re
form could take one of several directions:

(1) A modification of the present sys
tem to require public reports before Elec
tion Day, as well as afterward, to give
voters some information when they go
to the polls. An additional requirement
could be that the names and addresses of
donors and the amounts and dates of
their contributions be disclosed in these
reports.

(2) more sweeping change to provide
more complete accounting, to put the
responsibility entirely upon the candidate,
and to provide for tighter enforcement
mechanisms.

(3) Changes in election laws and prac
tices to reduce the costs of running for
office. Primary nomination by plurality
would avoid the possible expense of a
run-off. Conventions could be substituted
for Democratic primaries. A closed
primary law would reduce the number of
persons participating in the primary to
those formally registered as party mem
bers. Dividing urban areas into General

Assembly Election districts would reduce
the outlay of candidates who must now
run at large before 300,000 to 400,000
voters. Obviously, such changes would
have other political effects, which many
might consider more important than a
reduction in campaign costs.

(4) Encouraging campaign contribu
tions through individual tax deductions
and tax credits, corporate tax deductions
for bipartisan contributions, or subsidies
to political parties to match the funds
their members contribute. Five states
make campaign gifts deductible up to a
modest amount. Three states provide can
didates with access to the voters through
subsidized pamphlets or educational tele
vision, while the last Congress came very
close to granting subventions to the poli
tical parties.

Virginia's laws are better than many
states in that they do not set unrealistic
limits on a candidate's expenditures, thus
encouraging him to cover up spending.
On the other hand, they do not disclose
the sources of campaign support, as most
states provide for. Nor do they provide
for enlightening the voters about cam
paign finance before the election. It has
been said that the purpose of campaign
spending and reporting laws is to appear
to regulate election finance without
actually doing so. Virginia does not con
tradict this generalization.

Note: On July 1~ 1969~ Mr. Ralph Eisenberg became Associate Editor of the News Letter. Mr. Eisenberg has been Assistant Editor
since March 15~ 1965. -The Editor
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