Universities enter political foray in fall elections
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While huge campaign donations made by corporations tend to dominate newspaper headlines, corporations are not the only political players who may be trying to sway politicians. Employees of the nation's top universities have also given a steady stream of donations to many campaigns and political actions committees (PAC). Yale, however, has figured less prominently in this election cycle, sliding off the top 20 list of contributions by affiliates of educational institutions in 2002.

Over the past decade, Harvard has been an industry leader in campaign contributions, consistently ranking among the top three educational organizations in each two-year election cycle. This election cycle, Harvard employees have contributed $186,310, making it the second-largest contributor in the education industry. In 2000, Harvard gave $540,564, and Yale gave only $139,361.

A university typically does not contribute to campaigns. Regardless of its public or private status, in order to qualify for federal tax exemption under Section 501 (c) (3) of the Internal Revenue Code, an organization must be organized and operated wholly for religious, charitable, or educational purposes. "No substantial part of the activities of" a college or university may be "carrying on propaganda, or otherwise attempting, to influence legislation" and may "not participate in, or intervene in (including the publishing or distributing of statements), any political campaign on behalf of any candidate for public office." 

Instead, individual college or university affiliates such as deans and professors comprise the campaign contribution totals released by the Federal Election Commission (FEC). Only donations from individuals who list Yale University as their employer are considered University-affiliated gifts.

Even so, many of those who donate feel that their donations have no effect on the University that they work for. "[These donations] are completely personal and private," Daniel Esty, Professor of Environmental Law and Policy and Clinical Professor at Yale Law School, said. "The University has nothing to do with [campaign contributions] by its employees."

According to the Center for Responsive Politics, Yale University affiliates were a top 20 contributor in the field of education in the 2000, 1998, and 1996 election cycles. In 2000, 95 percent of Yale contributions went to Democrats and five percent to Republicans, compared to the education industry average of 62 percent and 36 percent, respectively. 

Data and statistics released by the FEC on Mon., Oct. 21, reveal that most campaign contributions from Yale affiliates in the last four years that exceeded $1,000 went to the Democratic Senatorial Campaign Committee, the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, or the Democratic National Committee. However, the large majority of individual contributions were significantly smaller, ranging from $200 to $1,000. These donations went to a variety of recipients, including the aforementioned committees and individual politicians such as Hillary Rodham Clinton, LAW '73, (D-NY), Albert Gore Jr., and Bill Bradley. Rosa DeLauro (D-CT) received the most Yale contributions for local politics with 17 donations.

The data that shows the political influence of campaign gifts is itself controversial. "The voting records reveal that politicians are extremely consistent in how they vote over their entire careers. The young politician who does not yet receive money from a PAC does not suddenly change when that organization starts supporting him," John R. Lott, Jr., senior research scholar at Yale Law School, said. "Politicians vote according to their beliefs, and supporters are giving money to candidates who share their beliefs on important issues." 

However, a strong opposition believes campaign finance reform is necessary. While some advocate complete disclosure, others advocate complete anonymity. In "The Donation Booth: Mandating Donor Anonymity to Disrupt the Market for Political Influence," published in the Stanford Law Review, Yale Law Professor Ian Ayres and Stanford Economics Professor Jeremy Budlow wrote that "under the current system, small donors have virtually no impact on the electoral process...Mandated anonymity, by reducing the importance of large donations, makes small donors relatively more important and thus might induce less affluent donors to give more."

Yet controversies related to political campaign-related activities at colleges and universities go beyond those related to monetary campaign contributions. Such activities are regulated by Section 501 (c) (3) of the Internal Revenue Code, the Federal Election Campaign Act of 1971, and Federal Election Commission regulations. In general, political activities by an institution are permissible if such activities are nonpartisan and educational or are student sponsored activities or publications.

Education lobbying expenditures fall within these bounds. Universities account for over 72 percent of this kind of spending, with nearly two dollars spent on lobbying for every college student in the United States in 1999. In 2000, the education industry spent $44.6 million on lobbying Capitol Hill, with efforts by universities and colleges focused primarily on research funding and grants. Yale spent $360,000 in 2000 on in-house lobbyists while Harvard spent $440,000. 
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