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Making It Hard to Get Campaign Finance Data 

With primary elections over, political campaigns may seem to go on summer vacation. But behind the scenes, of course, candidates are everywhere -- with their hands out. For example, the next Fairfax County Board of Supervisors chairman will likely spend about $750,000 to get elected. GOP candidate Mychele Brickner has at last report only $10,000, so she'll need to raise about $4,500 a day. Democrat Gerry Connolly has a head start of about $240,000, so he only needs $3,000 more each day until Nov. 4. That's a lot of phone calls, rubber-chicken dinners and IOUs.

Thanks to campaign finance laws, any citizen can find out who donates to whom and how much. In Virginia, donations of $100 or more over the course of a campaign must be reported, along with donors' names, addresses, occupations and employers. There are eight reports required during an election year.

But getting this information for local Fairfax County races for the Board of Supervisors and School Board takes some doing or a little cash. Citizens can view reports in the county's election office during its normal business hours. Say you've got a day job yourself and can't take time off? The county election office will copy them for you at 10 cents a page. For a typical year, the costs for all reports would probably be about $400. (Yes, about 4,000 pages.) If you lived in Loudoun, Arlington or Alexandria, your chore is more convenient. The reports, which are, as with all local races, in hard copy only, are scanned and posted on the county's or city's Web site.

The three jurisdictions haven't analyzed the cost-benefits, but they aren't complaining. "About fours hours of work for each report cycle," said Arlington County Deputy Registrar Donna Patterson. With eight reports a year, that's less than a week's work for someone who knows how to use a scanner and upload documents on the Web. Judy Brown, Loudoun County's general registrar, found that posting the county's first reports in April was a little more time-consuming.

But consider the savings. "We usually go through five to six reams of paper" copying reports for people who request them, not to mention the staff time to do so, Brown said. And she wasn't charging for them. (Now she is, hoping to get more people to go online.) Despite the time required to post reports, Alexandria Registrar of Voters Tom Parkins said, "No doubt in my mind it's a cost savings."

I sent an e-mail to all Fairfax County supervisors asking why the county didn't post their campaign reports on the Web. After a week, none had replied. I then called the public affairs office. "There are no plans" to do so, said a county spokeswoman. "You'll have to ask the Elections Board" why not.

Maggie Luca, secretary of the Fairfax Election Board, said it would be a difficult chore to post all the reports, given the number of county supervisor and School Board races. "We have a lot more races than Loudoun," she said. Actually, Fairfax has only four more races than Loudoun. Luca now says she plans to call Loudoun County to ask how they do it.

Prince William County hasn't been posting the reports because they didn't have a scanner. But after I called, election officials found one and now hope to post the next set of reports in July. As it turns out, General Registrar Betty Weimer said, "It isn't difficult."

So if you want to follow who's funding candidates for Fairfax supervisor and School Board, you'll need to take eight days off a year and trudge to the Government Center. Or you could write a big check and wait for an even bigger package in the mail.

Or you could call your supervisor and ask why the county doesn't post them online. But don't send an e-mail. You may never get an answer.
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