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Corporate links color Senate race 

 

By ROB CHRISTENSEN AND LYNN BONNER, Staff Writers 

 

CHAPEL HILL - With the news filled with stories of corporate greed, North Carolina's Senate race on Tuesday focused on Democrat Erskine Bowles' business connections, Bob Dole's corporate lobbying and ways to prevent future business scandals.

 

Secretary of State Elaine Marshall said the Sept. 10 Democratic primary presented a choice between a candidate who would be an advocate for "regular folks" and one whose loyalties "lie with big business, big money and big accounting."

 

She submitted a list of 46 questions to one of her Democratic rivals, Bowles, a Charlotte investment banker, asking him to explain various business connections over the next several days.

 

Marshall wanted to know whether he had ever been paid any stock options, or whether he was ever associated with Arthur Andersen accounting, or whether any company on which he served on the board of directors had ever declared bankruptcy.

 

"The stakes are enormous," Marshall said at a news conference at the state Democratic Party headquarters. "The heart and soul of the Democratic Party hang in the balance. The people are waiting. I hope Mr. Bowles will not disappoint them."

 

Bowles said he had not seen the questions Marshall posed and said he wasn't worried about what he called "her latest attacks."

 

"I'm not concerned one iota," Bowles said at a Chapel Hill news conference in which he was endorsed by legendary UNC-Chapel Hill men's basketball coach Dean Smith. "I'm very proud of my business career."

 

Bowles is scheduled to begin today a TV advertising campaign for the final three weeks of the primary.

 

One ad talks about his role as White House chief of staff in developing a bipartisan budget. A second ad pokes fun at his oversized glasses while also making a point of his desire to help provide eye exams and glasses to all children.

 

Bowles is the best financed of the nine candidates seeking the Democratic nomination. Other candidates include state Rep. Dan Blue and former Durham city councilwoman Cynthia Brown.

 

Meanwhile, Republican Elizabeth Dole put forth a plan designed to reduce corporate mismanagement.
 

Accompanied by Joshua Ronen, a business professor from New York University, Dole called for the creation of financial statement insurance. Under the Dole plan, the insurance companies would hire the accountants to audit the books of corporations, removing the conflict of interest of accounting firms conducting audits for their clients.

 

"Auditors need to be held more accountable, and there needs to be more independence from the companies they report on," Dole said in a telephone news conference. "It's a matter of changing the incentives. Loyalty should be to accuracy, not to the company being audited."
 

Dole found herself defending the corporate connections of her husband, former Senate Majority Leader Bob Dole. But Elizabeth Dole said she was not concerned about the issue.

 

"He has not been involved in lobbying," she said. "That is not something he is doing with his law firm. To be absolutely certain he was doing the right thing, he registered for one particular endeavor. That is not the focus of his work with the law firm."

 

 

Bob Dole is special counsel with the Washington firm of Verner Lipfert Bernhard McPherson & Hand. He registered to lobby with Tyco International, a company whose former chief executive was recently indicted for failing to pay sales tax on millions of dollars of art masterpieces, a $6,000 shower curtain and other luxuries.

 

The Bowles campaign said Bob Dole had been paid $500,000 in 2000 and 2001 by Johnson & Johnson, the pharmaceutical company, to lobby to keep laws on the books that protect the drug company patents. It cited lobbying registration reports that said he was registered to lobby on "Medicare, Medicare reform, patent extensions, and medical equipment technology appropriations."

 

Critics say patent laws make it difficult for other manufacturers to produce less-expensive generic drugs.

 

But Mary Brown Brewer, the campaign spokeswoman for Elizabeth Dole, said the only work that Bob Dole did for Johnson & Johnson was on behalf of medical equipment to help the handicapped. Bob Dole is a longtime advocate for disabled veterans.

 

At a news conference at the Hargraves Recreational Center in Chapel Hill, Smith called Bowles honest, intelligent, caring and courageous. "You can't be any more caring than this guy," Smith said. 

 

Smith's endorsement preceded a basketball game between two squads of 5- to 13-year-old boys and girls who play for the Lincoln Tigers.

 

Smith and Bowles each coached a squad, and Bowles' team won 31-28. 
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Dole endorses corporate accountability
 

SCOTT MOONEYHAM

Associated Press Writer

 

RALEIGH, N.C. - Elizabeth Dole is endorsing a plan that she says will give investors more confidence in publicly traded companies by providing their financial auditors more independence.

 

Dole said Tuesday that accounting oversight reforms passed by Congress earlier this summer are important but don't go far enough. Instead, she says a market-based reform touted by a New York University accounting professor would restore integrity to corporate financial statements.

 

The plan by Joshua Ronen would require publicly traded companies to purchase financial statement insurance, with an insurer backing the accuracy of the statements issued by companies. Auditors, in turn, would be hired by insurers instead of the firms, and shareholders could file claims with the insurer if a company engages in fraud.
 

And with premiums and coverage based on the risk found by auditors working for insurers, investors would be provided with a sound measure of a company's financial position.

 

"It's a matter of changing incentives," Dole said during a telephone news conference. "Loyalty should be to accuracy, not to the company being audited."

 

Ronen, who spoke along with Dole, said he believes the proposal would end an inherent conflict of interest.

 

"I'm thrilled that the idea is being discussed and hopefully enacted," he said.
 

Following accounting scandals at Enron and WorldCom, corporate accountability has become a major issue in the Senate campaign in North Carolina to replace retiring Republican Jesse Helms.
 

Dole, a former Red Cross chief and U.S. cabinet secretary is considered the front-runner for the GOP nomination. She has far outstripped her nearest Republican rival, Lexington lawyer Jim Snyder, in fund raising, and has also brought in more than the leading Democrats.

 

Democrats have called Dole's support of congressional reforms tepid, noting she only endorsed the plan crafted by Maryland Democratic Sen. Paul Sarbanes after it passed the Senate.

 

The law, which overwhelmingly passed the House and Senate, quadruples sentences for accounting fraud, creates a new felony for securities fraud that carries a 25-year prison term, places new restraints on corporate officers, and establishes a federal oversight board for the accounting industry.

 

Democratic Senate candidate Erskine Bowles said he pushed for the Sarbanes plan early.

 

"I believe in the things that are in there. I didn't have to be dragged along to do it," Bowles said.

 

Bowles has also called on further reforms including a ban on company loans to chief executives, a requirement that companies declare stock options to corporate officers as expenses, minimum holding periods for options and immediate disclosure of officer stock sales.

 

"I think that I've gone further than anybody else has. ... It's the right thing to do to have best governance practices within the company," Bowles said.

 

Bowles, though, has been attacked by his two chief Democratic rivals - Secretary of State Elaine Marshall and former state House Speaker Dan Blue - for his background as an investment banker involved in some risky ventures that failed.

 

Marshall issued a challenge to Bowles on Tuesday, asking him to answer extensive questions about his campaign and business dealings.

 

Dole, meanwhile, said any financial accounting reforms should be aimed at accuracy and restoring investor confidence.

 

She said that should clearly involve punishing wrongdoing.

 

"Those who abuse our trust should be punished," Dole said.

 

But even the Sarbanes plan doesn't provide the auditing independence of the financial statement insurance, she said.

 

"We need to realign the interests," Dole said. "I think requiring companies to have financial statement insurance needs to happen."
CHARLOTTE OBSERVER 
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Candidates' ties to business blasted

 

JIM MORRILL

Staff Writer

 

The corporate ties of Elizabeth Dole and Erskine Bowles came under fire Tuesday as recent business scandals continued to reverberate through North Carolina's U.S. Senate race.

 

While Bowles' campaign accused Republican Dole of being "on the side of the corporate interests," his fellow Democrat Elaine Marshall said Bowles' own loyalties lie with "big business, big money and big accounting."

 

Dole, meanwhile, proposed her own solution to the wave of accounting scandals, one designed to keep accounting firms at arms length from the companies they audit.

 

The charges came as both parties try to capitalize on public anger about corporate wrongdoing. A recent Gallup Poll found that more than seven Americans in 10 believe top executives unethically help themselves at the expense of their companies and that corporate audits often don't reveal damaging information.

 

As a result, corporate responsibility has become a top issue not only in North Carolina but in congressional campaigns across the country.

 

In a news release, Bowles' spokesman Susan Lagana criticized Dole's support for business tax breaks, contributions from the pharmaceutical industry and other corporate ties.

 

But, Dole responded Tuesday, "I just don't think I have any kind of involvement that would raise concerns with the voters of North Carolina."

 

Marshall, the N.C. secretary of state, criticized Bowles' own corporate ties. She sent the longtime investment banker and former White House chief of staff a letter with a handful of questions about his own corporate ties.

 

"There's an old adage of `birds of a feather flock together,' " she said in an interview. "People ... in that particular (corporate) world or in the private clubs are not inclined by nature to look out for regular people. They're inclined to look out for those like themselves that they play golf with, eat with and socialize with."

 

Marshall's comments echoed those made earlier by another Democratic candidate, state Rep. Dan Blue of Raleigh. Blue's campaign manager, Jill Harris, said Bowles "has been a corporate insider his whole career."

 

Bowles, campaigning in Chapel Hill, said he hadn't seen Marshall's questions.

 

"I'm very proud of my business career," he said.

 

Where the money is

 

Both Bowles and Dole have extensive business ties.Bowles has served on at least 17 corporate boards. His wife, Crandall, runs Fort Mill, S.C.-based Springs Industries. According to Raleigh's News & Observer, his campaign has received $290,000 from the Wall Street financial industry and more than $28,000 from health-care sources.

 

Dole reported earning $2.3 million in speaking fees from mainly corporate clients the past two years. She sat on the board of Gateway Computers. Her husband, former Sen. Bob Dole, lobbied for Tyco International, whose former CEO was indicted in June on charges of evading $1 million in state sales taxes.

 

Occasionally Dole's and Bowles' business ties even overlap.

 

Bowles served on the board of Merck Pharmaceuticals; Merck paid Dole a $75,000 speaking fee.

 

Bowles was a partner of New York-based Forstmann Little, an investment firm being sued by Connecticut over losses to its pension fund. Bob Dole served on Forstmann's advisory board and was a guest at the company's exclusive retreats in Aspen, Colo.

 

Insurance for financials

 

Meanwhile Tuesday, Elizabeth Dole embraced an accounting reform pushed by a New York University business professor.

 

She endorsed Joshua Ronen's call for financial statement insurance, designed to protect investors against losses resulting from misrepresentation. The insurance companies -- not the corporations -- would hire auditing firms to analyze the statements.

 

"The auditor would have the incentive to do good or be dropped by the insurance carrier," Ronen said during a conference call.

 

"Requiring companies to have financial statement insurance needs to happen," said Dole.

 

She said she would urge the Securities and Exchange Commission to require such insurance.

 

Jonathan Hamilton, editor of the Public Accounting Report, said the proposal "makes sense because it removes that auditor-client coziness."

 

But Marshall said the plan is unnecessary.

 

"If we have the right accounting standards in the first place, if we have full disclosure, if we have enforcement of the rules, regulations and standards," she said, "it may be an unnecessary additional layer" of regulation.
 

Bowles' reform proposals include counting stock options against a company's expenses, banning loans to top executives and immediate disclosure of stock sales by top management. 

 

Roll Call
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Travels With Stu: Can Anyone Catch Elizabeth Dole? 

 

Stuart Rothenberg

 

RALEIGH, N.C. - Former Clinton Chief of Staff Erskine Bowles didn't display the charisma or showmanship of Sens. John McCain (R-Ariz.) or John Edwards (D-N.C.) at Monday evening's Wake County Democratic Men's Club meeting at The Warehouse Restaurant here. 

But the frontrunner for the state's Democratic Senate nomination proved to the 80 or so attendees that he has become a competent, animated speaker, and he appeared to impress even those attendees initially skeptical about his candidacy. 

 

Bowles refused to criticize any of his opponents in the Sept. 10 Democratic primary, instead preferring to talk about his accomplishments in Washington and his stands on four key issues: national security, the economy and "corporate crookery," education and health care. 

 

But he did take aim at Elizabeth Dole, the likely GOP Senate nominee, calling privatization of Social Security, which he said she supports, "a crazy idea." And he argued that North Carolina voters want "somebody who knows this state, somebody who has really lived here" - an obvious shot at Dole, who has spent many years in D.C.

 

Bowles' first challenge is to win his party's primary, and he has been taking plenty of heat from his primary opponents, state Rep. Dan Blue and North Carolina Secretary of State Elaine Marshall, both of whom continue to level populist attacks on his past business connections.

 

Blue, in particular, has blasted Bowles for his service on the board of pharmaceutical giant Merck. "An investment banker, Erskine Bowles has consistently fought for corporate special interests," insists one Blue campaign flier.

 

With the primary delayed from May and low turnout expected, Blue hopes his support from blacks and white liberals, as well as a decent showing by Marshall, will allow him to squeeze by Bowles and win with less than 40 percent of the vote. That's possible this year because the state's election runoff provision was waived because of the late primary. 

 

But Bowles began another wave of advertising Wednesday (costing about $1 million) that is likely to continue until the primary, while neither Blue nor Marshall appears to have the resources to compete with the well-funded Bowles. And for Blue to win, Marshall would need to draw large numbers of white voters from Bowles, an unlikely scenario given her invisibility in paid advertising.

 

Bowles' focus on Dole rather than his primary opponents is understandable. Not only will he need support from Blue and Marshall voters in the fall, but the late primary also shortens the general election campaign - and Bowles' opportunity to overtake Dole, the favorite to win the seat of retiring Sen. Jesse Helms (R).

 

In an interview on Tuesday in Raleigh with Dole, the former Labor and Transportation secretary sounded her usual optimism about the race. But unlike two years ago in her presidential bid, she peppered her comments with names, percentages, policy specifics and other details undoubtedly designed to rebut past criticism that she lacked substance.

 

Earlier in the day, she appeared with a New York business professor who has proposed corporate financial statement insurance as one approach to preventing a repetition of the kind of corporate fraud and abuse that took place between Enron and Arthur Andersen.
 

When I asked Dole about Democratic barbs criticizing her connection to the state and knowledge of state issues, she brushed them aside by pointing out that she is a native North Carolinian, graduated from Duke University and was named North Carolinian of the Year in 1994 by the state press association.

 

She showed her greatest frustration and annoyance, however, when responding to Bowles' criticism of her Social Security position. 

 

"Responsible leaders need to step up to what is a looming crisis. I'm sick and tired of people putting their heads in the sand," she said about Social Security's future. 

 

While insisting that she "would not vote to take one penny [in Social Security benefits] from retirees," she continued to argue for offering individuals more options with their retirement planning - and to complain about Democrats trying to "scare" voters by charging - inaccurately, she emphasizes - that she wants to privatize the Social Security system.

 

But Tar Heel Democrats continue to believe that Dole is vulnerable on a number of fronts. They argue that she continues to duck tough issues and often tries to muddy her position on issues she has talked about in the past. And they portray her as hiding from both the press and her critics.

 

But Bowles has his own problems. His business background undercuts his ability to use the corporate accountability issue as effectively as many other Democrats, and his connection to Bill Clinton, while a plus among core Democratic voters, is a double-edged sword. His biggest problem, however, may well be his likely opponent. For whatever Democrats say about Dole, she is a personable, conservative, Republican woman running in North Carolina - a nearly perfect profile in this state.

 

​Washington Post
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Terry Neal

​​​***
Bowles v. Dole

The Bowles campaign has made an issue of what they see as Dole's shifting position on Social Security. Dole reiterated Tuesday that she would never privatize the Social Security system, while acknowledging that she would support allowing some people to invest a portion of their payroll taxes into private accounts. 

At the same time, Dole said she was "sick and tired" of people who criticize those seeking solutions without offering any themselves. "FDR said there's nothing to fear but fear itself. Well, these folks, all they offer is fear itself." 

And yesterday, Dole — after enduring weeks of barbs from the Bowles camp that she had failed to take a firm stand on the issue of corporate accountability — came out with her own "market-based" plan to improve the system.

She borrowed from an idea promoted recently by New York University business professor Joshua Ronen (who appeared by her side in interviews Tuesday) that would, essentially, require companies to purchase insurance from carriers who would then hire independent auditors. The auditor would perform the same duties as when they worked for companies, but the new arrangement would allow them to be more independent. 

"Seems to me that this is a winning idea," she said. 
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