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Don't use voters' own money to try to fool them in an election campaign.

Voters are used to big-spending campaigns aimed at swaying their decisions at election time, but
they shouldn't have their own money used against them. That's what seems to be happening on
the issue of eminent domain.

John Campbell, the Republican congressman from Irvine, told the Orange County Register that
the League of California Cities, the California Association of Counties and the California
Redevelopment Association appear to be using tax money to try to defeat reform of eminent
domain in the June election.

The groups oppose a ballot measure that would restrain government from seizing private property
to redevelop it into projects that generate more tax revenue. Their goal is to confuse voters by
supporting a similar but much weaker measure on the June ballot. If that weren't misleading
enough, they are funding their campaign through a major-donor account designed to solicit private
contributions.

The contributions are coming from the associations themselves, not directly but, they say, from
such sources as seminars and advertising revenue in their magazines. But public money at least
partly supports those sources. It's a convenient way to create a political slush fund that should be
illegal if it isn't already.

The associations tend to see themselves as being on the side of the angels, and maybe much of
the time they are. We're on their side most of the time.

But associations of government go too far
when they start funding political campaigns.
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Granted, cities and counties, like the state
government, are scratching for revenue and
they can make a good case for encouraging
private development that helps ensure
economic health. Redevelopment officials
argue, for example, that much of Long
Beach's remarkable economic resurgence
after the recession of the 1990s was driven
at least partly by the threat of eminent
domain, if not the use of it, in assembling
properties for favored developments.
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But, as Rep. Campbell argues, cities and
counties are desperate for more tax money
partly because they have made promises to
public employee unions of pay, pensions
and other benefits that are richer than those enjoyed by nongovernment workers, and now there
isn't enough money to pay for them. Rather than looking for revenue, they should trim spending.

Campbell calls the latest political efforts by government associations an incestuous circle. He has
asked the California Fair Political Practices Commission to investigate, which is another circular
action, but also the right thing to do.

You might call it a virtuous circle.
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