
A Coronavirus relief package passed with over-
whelming support in both chambers of the General 
Assembly and Gov. Roy Cooper signed the legis-
lation on September 4. One of the key provisions 
included not penalizing school districts financially 
that experience enrollment declines during periods 
of remote learning. School district funding is largely 
tied to school enrollment. Lawmakers are also using 
the $1 billion in federal funds from the Cares Act to 
send out a one-time payment of $335 to families with 
one or more children in the household. “School shut-

NC Opportunity Scholarship expands
in era of education uncertainty

BY RAY NOTHSTINE
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BY CIVITAS STAFF

BY SUSAN MYRICK

DEFYING THE LAW
GOV. COOPER SEEKS TO EXPAND FAILED MEDICAID PROGRAM

Civitas Action Updated for 2017 NCGA

The tone for the Cooper 
administration may have been 
set just a few days after Roy 
Cooper’s midnight swearing-
in when he said he wanted 
to expand the already over-
crowded Medicaid program. 
And he claimed he could do 
so by executive order, bypassing 
state law.

Moreover, the new governor’s 
plan would put jobs at risk, bill 
taxpayers for $600 million, make 
health care worse for the very 
people Medicaid is supposed 
to help, and embroil the state 
in more courtroom squabbles.

“Just days into his term as 
governor, Roy Cooper already 
intends to violate his oath of 
office with a brazenly illegal 
attempt to force a massive, 
budget-busting Obamacare 
expansion on North Carolina 
taxpayers,” Senate leader Phil 
Berger (R-Rockingham) replied. 

“Cooper is three strikes and 
out on his attempt to break 
state law. He does not have the 
authority to unilaterally expand 
Obamacare, his administration 
cannot take steps to increase 
Medicaid eligibility, and our 
Constitution does not allow 

him to spend billions of state tax 
dollars we don’t have to expand 
Obamacare without legislative 
approval,” Berger added. 

He and House Speaker Tom 

Moore sent a letter to the 
federal Centers for Medicare 
& Medicaid Services asking 
the agency to deny Cooper’s 
request.

In mid-January, U.S. District 
Judge Louise Flanagan issued 
a temporary restraining order 

Civitas Action (at www.
civitasaction.org) has been 
producing its annual legislative 
ranking since the 2008 legislative 
session.

The ranking analyzes each 
member’s vote on important 
legislation to better decipher 
his or her ideological stance 
on the issues. 

In an effort to continue to 
improve the Civitas Action 
experience, we have added two 
new pages to the website ahead 
of the 2017 session. 

Now users can, at a glance, 
see how their legislators have 
voted on key legislation during 
their time at the North Carolina 
General Assembly. Legislators’ 
lifetime scores are now on one 
page. The second new page on 
Civitas Action allows users to 
see how legislators voted on a 
selected bill as a group. 

Civitas Action’s legislative 
ranking website has been updated 

in other ways and is now ready 
for the 2017 legislative session. 
Civitas Action added nearly 30 
new legislators to the website. 
While the Civitas Action website 
was updated in 2016 to offer a 
more user-friendly experience, 
at the time we also began to 
track legislative votes as soon as 
possible after the vote occurred. 

The updates provide a final 
overview of the election results. 
As is always the case, incumbents 
held the clear advantage in the 
recent November election. In 
the 120-member state House, 
97 incumbents won re-election. 
Nonetheless, there will be new 
legislators voting on bills this  
session.

The election resulted in a net 
loss of one Republican in the 
state House. 

• Twelve Republican candidates 
won open seats left by Republican 
representatives retiring or otherwise 
moving on.

• Four Democrats won open 
seats left by Democrats. One of 
the open seats had been held by 
Rep. Paul Luebke (D-Durham), a 
veteran legislator who passed away 
a week before Election Day. His 
name appeared on the ballot and 
he garnered 73.9 percent of the 
vote; his challenger, Republican 
Elissa Fuchs, received 26.2 
percent. The Democrat Party 
has chosen Philip Lehman to 
serve out Luebke’s term.

• Three Democrats beat Republican 
incumbents, compared to two 
Republicans beating Democrat 
incumbents.

• One Republican won a seat 
left open by a Democrat and 
one Democrat took a seat left 
by a Republican not seeking 
reelection.

On the Senate side, 44 incumbents 
won reelection and the GOP 
had a net gain of one seat.

• One Republican beat a 
Democrat incumbent.

• Four Republicans won open 
seats vacated by Republicans and 
one Democrat won an open 
seat that had been held by a 
Democrat.

In addition, new Gov. Roy 
Cooper has selected two sitting 
legislators to serve in his cabinet, 
resulting in two open seats in the 
House that will be filled by the 
Democrat Party. Susi Hamilton 
(D-New Hanover) was picked 
as the new Secretary of Natural 
and Cultural Resources and Larry 
Hall (D-Durham) to head the 
Department of Military and 
Veterans Affairs. 

The Civitas Action Conservative 
Effectiveness Ranking is the only 
rating system in North Carolina 
that allows the citizens of North 
Carolina to gauge how their 
state legislator actually votes 
on important bills, and offers 
a score to better determine the 
member’s overall ideological 
stance on the pivotal issues.

to block the move to expand 
Medicaid. But lawyers for state 
and federal health bureaucracies 
immediately asked the judge to 
lift the order. Whatever happens 

with that, observers expect the 
legal tussles to continue.

State law and Medicaid
A 2013 North Carolina law 

states: “No department, agency, 
or institution of this State shall 
attempt to expand the Medicaid 

eligibility standards provided in 
S.L. 2011-145, as amended, or 
elsewhere in State law, unless 
directed to do so by the General 
Assembly.”

Moreover, according to a 2015 
law, “The General Assembly 
shall determine the eligibility 
categories and income thresholds 
for the Medicaid and N.C. 
Health Choice programs.”

Finally, a law passed last year 
says the state Department of 

Health and Human Services 
will administer Medicaid.

Berger and Moore also 
observed that the state 
Constitution reserves spending 
power to the General Assembly, 
and the expansion of Medicaid 
here would cost at least $600 
million annually. In other 
words, they asserted, Cooper 
is implicitly asking for the state 
to spend money, but only the 
legislature can approve such 
spending.

Cooper’s office said, however, 
the state laws infringe on his 
powers as chief executive and 
don’t apply to his draft plan. 

Flawed program
In addition, the expansion 

would spend hundreds of 
millions to merely add mostly 
able-bodied adults to a welfare 
program that is already on the 
brink of failure.

First of all, this controversy has 
helped to explode another myth: 
If North Carolina turns down 
Medicaid expansion, the federal 
funds involved will instead go 
to another state. Cooper himself 

The state Senate opened with its usual pomp in January, but already Gov. 
Cooper	and	legisla ve	leaders	had	already	clashed	over	Medicaid	expansion.
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downs have created major 
unexpected expenses for 
things like child care, lost 
work hours, and supple-
mental materials for virtual 
learning,” declared Senate 
Leader Phil Berger. “I can’t 
think of a better place to 
send taxpayer money than 
back to the taxpayers try-
ing to cope with govern-
ment-mandated school clo-
sures. Who in the world 
could be against this?”   
The big news for support-
ers of educational choice 
is that an expansion of the 
Opportunity Scholarship 
Program in North Carolina 
was rolled into the relief 
package. Cooper has been 
a longtime opponent of 
the program and included 
recommendations to close 
the program in the last 
three budgets he submit-
ted to the legislature. The 
Opportunity Scholarship 
offers up to $4,200 annu-
ally in tuition assistance to 
lower income households 
to enroll in non-public 
schools.   The new law rais-
es the eligibility require-
ment from 133 percent 
to 150 percent of the free 
or reduced lunch income 
threshold. More North 
Carolina families will be 

States should clear path for coronavirus health response

Murder most foul; justice denied,
p. 3

The impact of COVID-19 on North 
Carolina Agriculture, p. 5
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The expansion of the Opportunity Scholarship 
Program and other school choice programs is 
a big step forward for education in North 
Carolina. My dad was an Air Force pilot, so 
I moved around a lot and attended many dif-
ferent schools growing up. Some of them 
were great and honestly, some of them were 
embarrassing. Planned Parenthood came to 
my health class in 7th grade in Hawaii and 
some of the stuff they taught us was beyond 
inappropriate for our age. They taught us how 
to use dental dams along with other contra-
ceptives and asked us all kinds of questions 
about our sexual history. I considered myself 
a knowledgeable kid at the time, but I had 
never heard of dental dams before that day.  At 
that same school, I had a math class where the 

teacher just let us copy each other and grade 
our own work the entire semester. When I 
moved, I was woefully behind in the subject 
and it took me years to catch up. The Planned 
Parenthood encounter might be an extreme 
example for many North Carolina schools but 
it’s a reminder that parents should have choice 
about the kind of worldview that shapes their 
children. Obviously, parents need flexibility 
and options too, even a good school is not a 
great fit for every child.   There are obviously a 
lot of problems with education today and many 
of those problems have little to do with teach-
ers. In many instances, a giant bureaucracy can 
easily stunt learning and innovation. The belief 
that merely pouring more money into the same 
system, or proclaiming something like, “if 

only we had billions more to spend – outcomes 
will improve” is still prevalent among so many 
so-called experts.   It’s my hope that as bad 
as the Covid-19 pandemic has been, particu-
larly concerning the government response, that 
more reforms and positive creative destruction 
accelerates change. Opening up opportunities 
to less advantaged populations and families in 
our state is not just good policy but it signals 
that, ultimately, human freedom and dignity is 
not just for those that can afford it. We often 
wonder why we see so much chaos and absur-
dity in the news but then see reports from US 
News that over two-thirds of Americans can’t 
pass the citizenship test. Given the lockdowns 
and all around uncertainty, will there ever be a 
better time to expand choice in education?

From the editor

2

All contents may be 
reproduced  if used in context 

and if credit is given to the 
Civitas Institute.
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Three Fresh Reminders of Government’s Limits
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The big headlines tell 
us that governments 
from Raleigh to 
Washington, D.C., 
are revving up plans to 
do more stuff. But the 
small headlines remind 
us government is 
seldom able to do stuff 
cheaply, competently, 
or even honestly.

NC Medicaid audit
Speaking of flagrant 

incompetence in handling the 
basic details of a government 
program, a recent state auditor’s 
report blasted Medicaid here.

The reported sampled 10 
counties, including the biggest, 
to see how well they processed 
Medicaid applications. The 
report concluded most of the 
counties failed to do a good job 
of processing the applications 
accurately and quickly, and that 
the state Department of Health 
and Human Services didn’t do 
enough to help.

The worst results were:

• Guilford County made 
mistakes in 18.8 percent of 
new applications;

• Wake County handled new 
applications too slowly 26 percent 
of the time;

• Mecklenburg County made 

mistakes 23.2 percent of the time 
when people were reapplying; and

• Guilford County handled 
reapplications too slowly 12.4 
percent of the time.

Though that’s a sample, as you 
see the worst problems affect the 
biggest counties. Who knows 
how bad things are in the 90 
other counties? The program is so 
messed up it may be impossible 
to sort out the situation for the 
whole state. Worst of all, these 
kinds of Medicaid snafus have 
persisted for years in North 
Carolina.

What do we learn from this? 
First of all, liberals claim to 
know that a huge number of 
North Carolinians are eligible 
for Medicaid. But county and 
state governments that actually 
handle the program can’t even 
figure that out properly, including 
for people already enrolled. So 
how anyone else?

Second, new Gov. Roy 
Cooper has called for a massive 
expansion of Medicaid. That’s 
right: Government can’t even 

properly care for the program 
as it is. Yet the governor and 
his allies want to add, oh, a half 
million people to the rolls. 

Student loan stats
Take the seemingly simple 

task of revealing how many 
former college students are 
actually paying back their 
student loans. In January, the 
U.S. Department of Education 
claimed a “coding error” had 
caused a website to grossly inflate 
the loans’ repayment rate.

The statistic at collegescorecard.
ed.gov reports the percentage of 
borrowers who have not defaulted 
and have repaid at least $1 of 
their loan principal.

Note: That isn’t about young 
people who are paying off their 
loans in jig time. This is about 
the very low benchmark of people 
who haven’t actually defaulted, 
and have paid – let me underline 
this – just one measly dollar on 
the principal to be counted as 
“paying off ” their loans.

News reports pointed out 
that until January the site had 
overestimated these repayment 
rates by up to 20 percentage points. 
When corrected, the three-year 
repayment rate dropped from 
61 percent to 41 percent, for 
instance. Rates improved slightly 
at longer terms. But for the typical 
college, fewer than half of its 
former students who avoided 
defaulting paid even $1 toward 
their principal loan balances 
three years and five years after 
leaving school.

What makes this even worse, 

according to The Wall Street 
Journal, is that the federal 
government used the original 
stats to load onerous regulations 
on for-profit institutions because 
such schools had repayment rates 

under 50 percent. The new figures, 
however, show plenty of public 
and private colleges have the 
same dismal performance.

Yet, as news accounts showed, 
the correction of the figures was 
announced on the final Friday 

of the Obama administration, 
when the attention of the nation 
was focused elsewhere. What a 
coincidence, huh?

‘Bullet train’ cost overruns
Elsewhere in this issue, 

Civitas’ Brian Balfour reviews 
why people likely will avoid 
a proposed Durham-Orange 
County light-rail line. Another 
timely news story underlines a 
key element of transit projects: 
They almost always overshoot 
their cost estimates.

California is proposing a 
“bullet train” to go from San 
Francisco to Los Angeles. But 
the Los Angeles Times recently 
uncovered a secret federal report 
that concluded the project might 

cost taxpayers 50 percent more 
than the original estimates — 
$3.6 billion more. And, the paper 
reported, that’s just for the easiest 
part of the route, through the 
state’s Central Valley.

Moreover, that section was 

supposed to be finished this year. 
But, surprise, the confidential 
federal report said that section 
of tracks may not be finished 
until 2024. 

That’s right, the easiest part of 
the project may be 50 percent 
more expensive than expected, 
and will be at least seven or so 
years late.

Remember, these three examples 
aren’t about landing on the moon 
or curing cancer. They are about 
government endeavors that are 
failing at the most ordinary tasks: 
figuring out who is eligible for a 
government program, how many 
students are paying back their 
student loans, and building basic 
infrastructure on time and on 
budget.

This edition of NC Capitol 
Connection could be filled with 
similar stories, but you get the 
idea. Government just isn’t very 
good at even the most basic tasks 
it sets for itself. Remember that 
when politicians start yammering 
about all the wonderful things 
they’re going to do.

BY JAMES TYNEN
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May I introduce you to 
some of the first-degree 
murderers who had their 
death sentences indefi-
nitely postponed by our 
state Supreme Court on 
June 5. All of these are 
from Randolph County in 
chronological order.

Kenneth Bernard Rouse 
Date of Death Sentence: 

03-23-1992

Rouse stabbed Hazel 
Broadway to death while 
she was working at a con-
venience store. He was 
sexually assaulting Ms. 
Broadway’s body while the 
knife was still in her neck. 
An Asheboro police officer 
responded to the conve-
nience store after a call 
from a citizen who noticed 
Ms. Broadway was not at 
her check out station. The 
officer discovered Rouse 
with Ms. Broadway’s body 
in the back of the store 
and covered in her blood. 
Rouse was also convicted 
of armed robbery and first-
degree rape.

NOTE: Rouse was 
suspected of murdering 
another older woman prior 
to Ms. Broadway. DNA 
testing many years later 
matched him to evidence 
left at the scene of that 
murder. Since he was on 
death row, Rouse has not 
been charged in that mur-
der.

James Edward Williams 
Date of Death Sentence: 

11-03-1993 
Williams brutally beat 

and then strangled to 
death Elvie Marie Hamlin 
Rhodes. Ms. Rhodes’ body 
was found by hunters. An 
investigation revealed that 
she was murdered in her 
home. Large amounts of 

blood and blood spatter 
were located. The autopsy 
revealed that Ms. Rhodes 
was beaten severely about 
the upper body and died 
from a combination of 
blunt force trauma and 
strangulation. Williams’ 
fingerprints were found 
in the victim’s stolen car. 
Williams attempted to 
blame a woman he was in 
a relationship with for the 
murder.

Jeffrey Clayton Kandies 
Date of Death Sentence: 

4-24-1994
Kandies raped and beat 

to death Natalie Lynne 
Osborne, age 4. Kandies 
was the boyfriend of 
Natalie’s mother. After 
murdering Natalie, he hid 

her body in a closet. A huge 
search for Natalie was con-
ducted over several days. 
When her nude and beaten 
body was discovered in a 
plastic bag in the closet of 
her home, Kandies claimed 
he had accidentally ran 
over her with his vehicle. 
The autopsy revealed that 
Natalie had been brutally 
beaten and raped. Kandies 
was also convicted of first-
degree rape of a child.

Jason Wayne Hurst
Date of Death Sentence: 

03-17-2004 
Hurst robbed and mur-

dered Daniel Lee Branch. 
Branch was a hard-working 
family man, married with 
children. He needed cash 
and was selling sev-

eral firearms he owned in 
order to raise money. Hurst 
contacted him through a 
mutual acquaintance and 
expressed interest in buy-
ing the firearms. Branch 
agreed to take Hurst and 
another man to a remote 
field to demonstrate that 
the firearms worked. As 
Branch walked into the 
field to set up a target, 
Hurst shot him with a 
pump shotgun. Branch fell 
and then got up and began 
to run for his life. Hurst 
shot him again and Branch 
fell. Hurst then walked to 
him and stood over Branch 
as he begged for his life. 
Hurst shot him a third time 
in the face. Hurst then 

Murder most foul;
justice denied

BY PAuL “SkIP” STAM
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Murder most foul; justice denied

removed the keys to the 
car from Branch’s pocket 
and took the car and guns, 
traveling to West Virginia. 
Before leaving the area, he 
sold some of the firearms. 
Apparently, Hurst’s motive 
was to obtain the means to 
see a girlfriend.

John Scott Badgett
Date of Death Sentence: 

05-06-2004
Badgett robbed and 

murdered J.C. Chriscoe 
in the older man’s home. 
Badgett was homeless and 
Chriscoe had agreed to let 
him stay in his home tem-
porarily. Badgett stabbed 
Mr. Chriscoe in the throat 
and by his own admission 
followed him around the 
house as he bled to death, 
even knocking him down 
when he tried to call for 
help. Badgett claimed self-
defense, alleging that Mr. 
Chriscoe became irate and 
irrational and was yelling 
at him. After murdering 
Chriscoe, Badgett came 
back to the house on sub-
sequent days stealing and 
selling items from the 
house. Badgett had been 
convicted of manslaughter 
years before by stabbing 
that victim in the throat 
at the same location (at 
the Adam’s apple). Badgett 
had a violent history of 
stabbing and beating other 
persons while in custody.
Alexander Charles Polke
Date of Death Sentence: 

02-07-2005
Polke murdered 

Randolph County Sheriff’s 
Deputy Toney Clayton 
Summey and shot and 
wounded Deputy Nathan 
Hollingsworth, while 

they were in the perfor-
mance of their duties. 
Deputies Summey and   
Hollingsworth went to 
Polke’s home to serve an 
order for arrest for fail-
ure-to-appear on minor 
matters in district court. 
Polke fought with Deputy 
Summey at the front door 
and obtained his duty weap-
on from the holster. He 
then shot Deputy Summey 
several times, killing him. 
Polke then fought with 
Deputy Hollingsworth 
and attempted to murder 
him as well with Deputy 
Summey’s pistol. Polke 
shot and struck Deputy 
Hollingsworth in the upper 
arm as they exchanged 

gunfire at close range. In 
all his records, including 
military records, Polke was 
listed as white. He now 
claims some small percent-
age of American Indian 
heritage for the purpose 
of his Racial Justice Act 
claim.
George Thomas Wilkerson
Date of Death Sentence: 

12-20-2006 
Wilkerson murdered 

Casey James Dinoff and 
Christopher Cameron 
Voncannon. Wilkerson was 
a violent drug dealer and 
he believed that one of the 
victims owed him a small 
amount of money for a 
drug sale. He obtained an 

SKS rifle that had been 
modified to fire fully auto-
matic. He drove to the res-
idence of the victims at 
night where he cut power 
lines to the house and burst 
in killing both victims. One 
was asleep on the couch. In 
recorded phone conversa-
tions, Wilkerson bragged 
about the murders, stating 
he felt like a Navy SEAL.

Could you tell which 
ones were black or white? 
I couldn’t but five are 
white, one is Black and 
one is listed in military 
records as white but now 
claims a small percentage 
as an American Indian. All 
obtained a new lease on 
life because of the Racial 

Justice Act. In addition, 
there was a Gary Allen 
Trull who was also white. 
Trull had his death sen-
tence postponed by the 
Racial Justice Act so long 
that he has now died of 
natural causes.
Gary Allen Trull Date of 

Death Sentence:
11-19-1996 (DECEASED

Trull murdered Vanessa 
Dixon. Trull died while 
on death row. Trull had 
previously been convict-
ed of a brutal first-degree 
rape in Guilford County 
and sentenced to life. He 
was paroled and settled 
in Randolph County in an 
apartment complex where 

Vanessa also lived. Trull 
kidnapped Vanessa Dixon 
from her apartment, trans-
ported her into a secluded 
area and raped her while 
she was tied to a tree. He 
then murdered her by cut-
ting her throat. Vanessa’s 
badly decomposed body 
was discovered by hik-
ers many days after she 
went missing. The autop-
sy revealed that she had 
been raped. DNA testing 
matched the semen to Gary 
Trull. He was also con-
victed of kidnapping and 
first-degree rape.

STATE v. RAMSEUR
On June 5, 2020 the 

North Carolina Supreme 
Court reinstated the Racial 

Justice Act for these first-
degree murderers on death 
row. There has not been 
an execution in North 
Carolina since 2006. Most 
of these first degree mur-
derers were sentenced to 
death long before 2006. 
Effectively the decision of 
the state Supreme Court 
lengthened the moratorium 
on the death sentence by 
another 5-10 years.

Let’s see how this hap-
pened.

Public reporting on this 
decision has been wrong. 
On June 5, WRAL pub-
lished an article online 
which said that the Racial 
Justice Act “allowed death 

row inmates to seek to have 
their sentences commuted 
to life without parole if 
they could prove that racial 
bias may have tainted their 
trials.” Similar statements 
were made by NC Policy 
Watch and on NC Spin. 
These reports may have 
been induced to report it 
this way because the State 
Supreme Court opin-
ion written by Associate 
Justice Anita Earls stated: 
“Here the right is to chal-
lenge a sentence of death 
on the grounds that it was 
obtained in a proceeding 
tainted by racial discrimi-
nation, and, if successful, 
to receive a sentence of life 
without parole. Repealing 
the Racial Justice Act took 
away that right,” State v. 
Ramseur, No 388A.10 June 
5, 2020 Slip opinion p 31.

These characterizations 
of the Racial Justice Act 
are false. Let me explain, 
first in summary and then, 
in detail. Long before the 
Racial Justice Act was 
passed in 2009 the law was: 
“a finding that race was 
the basis of the decision 
to seek or impose a death 
sentence may be estab-
lished if the court finds 
that the State acted with 
discriminatory purpose in 
seeking the death penalty 
or in selecting the jury that 
sentenced the defendant, or 
one or more of the jurors 
acted with discriminatory 
purpose in the guilt-inno-
cence or sentencing phases 
of the defendant’s trial.”

But the Racial Justice 
Act provides that a rem-
edy is available to white 

(Continued on page 12)

“Trull kidnapped Vanessa Dixon from her 
apartment, transported her into a secluded area 
and raped her while she was tied to a tree.”
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The arrival of COVID-
19 paired with destructive 
“solutions” at the hands of 
many local and state gov-
ernments will no doubt 
be felt for years to come. 
We’ve all heard the stories 
and likely know someone 
whose life has been for-
ever altered either by the 
loss of a job or unneeded 
closure of their business. 
Like many calamities 
throughout history howev-
er, we often find later that 
a silver-lining emerged 
that redefined normal 
for some. No doubt 2020 
will have those as well, 
whether it be the mass 
acceptance of video con-
ferencing and teleworking 
or better sanitation mea-
sures at restaurants and 
other public places.

However, one of the 
most significant and long-
lasting changes will likely 
be how people obtain food 
for their families and its 
impact on retailers on main 
street that have existed for 
generations.

Even prior to Covid, 
over the past few years 
we have seen a dramatic 
shift in food and how we 
access it. The onslaught of 

subscription-based com-
panies like Blue Apron, 
that deliver ready-to-cook 
ingredients and recipes, 
and delivery services like 
Door-Dash and UberEats 
have also removed a bar-
rier for many consumers 
by delivering food from 
a favorite restaurant that 
normally doesn’t offer a 
delivery service. 

However, despite sig-
nificant innovations over 
the past few years it seems 
that many in America 
and particularly North 
Carolina are longing for 
the ways of years past and 
are either producing some 
of their own food for the 
first time or are seeking 
out local farms to provide 
for their families. This 
trend is unlikely to slow 
after the pandemic and 
that is good for produc-
ers and local economies 
across our state. Shopping 
neighboring farms will 
not only keep your dol-
lars turning over locally, 
thus helping everyone, 
but it will help to ensure 
that future disruptions in 
the market are mitigated 
due to less dependency 
on national and some-

times international supply 
chains.

The Civitas Institute 
is currently conduct-
ing a study of the impact 
of COVID-19 on small 
farms in North Carolina. 
Although data collection 
is not yet complete, early 
analysis shows that over 
half of small producers 
responding have seen an 
increase in sales while 
some have seen no change 
at all. However, the most 
staggering data point thus 

far is how few have seen a 
decrease in sales over last 
year. Although a portion of 
many farms sales were to 
restaurants, many of those 
farms quickly transitioned 
to other market streams 
like farmers markets and 
on-farm sales.

Although the nega-
tive impact of COVID-
19 has been catastrophic 
for far too many, the rush 
by consumers to “know 
their farmer” by buying 
direct will perhaps be 

considered a renaissance 
in local food, the likes 
we’ve never seen before. 
As we continue to pray for 
those affected and fight 
those that want to need-
lessly keep our economy 
closed, let’s venture out 
this weekend to a local 
farm or farmers market 
and help our neighbors 
feed our state. After all, 
we will need them to be 
strong and vibrant if and 
when the next disruption 
happens.

The impact of COVID-19 on 
North Carolina Agriculture –
it may not be what you think
BY MICHAEL HARDEN 
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Cooper and Cohen ignore mounting 
evidence against lockdowns

BY BRIAN BALFOuR

As North Carolina 
remains confined to Gov. 
Roy Cooper’s lockdown 
‘Phase 2.5,’ many ques-
tions remain unanswered. 
Cooper and DHHS 
Secretary Mandy Cohen 
have been criticized for 
their lack of transparency, 
and their staged, friendly 
press conferences.

Both claim to be follow-
ing the “science and data,” 
but neither is equipped to 
answer the pressing ques-
tion: is the lockdown doing 
more harm than good?

Secure in the knowledge 
that the media will not ask 
them about the negative 
consequences of the pro-
longed lockdown, Cooper 
and Cohen can focus exclu-
sively on tracking cases, 
hospitalizations and deaths 
from Covid while ignor-

ing the devastating trad-
eoffs suffered by North 
Carolinians from their 
efforts to “contain” the 
virus.

Cooper, an attorney and 
long-time politician, and 
Cohen, educated in internal 
medicine and public health, 
both lack training that 
would empower them to 
perceptively consider and 
weigh opportunity costs 
and trade-offs involved 
with their policies.

Make no mistake, there 
is growing evidence that 
the prolonged shutdown is 
causing more harm to North 
Carolinians than good.

Deaths of Despair
Cooper’s and Cohen’s 

efforts to protect the pub-
lic’s health from Covid-19 
come with significant neg-
ative health consequences 

of their own.
Researchers have pre-

dicted as many as 75,000 
deaths of despair nation-
ally (i.e. suicide, substance 
abuse) resulting from the 
lockdowns. A May study 
released by WellBeing 
Trust and the Robert 
Graham Center projected 
nearly 2,500 additional 
deaths of despair in North 
Carolina due to the lock-
down.

Lockdowns are espe-
cially cruel on our young 
people. Center for Disease 
Control Director Robert 
Redfield said in a July 
Buck Institute webinar that 
suicides are claiming more 
lives of high schoolers than 
Covid itself.

“But there has been 
another cost that we’ve 
seen, particularly in high 

schools,” Redfield said. 
“We’re seeing, sadly, 
far greater suicides now 
than we are deaths from 
COVID.” Redfield also 
noted the spike in drug 
overdoses, “We’re seeing 
far greater deaths from 
drug overdose that are 
above excess that we had 
as background than we 
are seeing the deaths from 
COVID.”

According to the 
American Medical 
Association, “More than 
35 states have reported 
increases in opioid-related 
mortality as well as ongo-
ing concerns for those 
with a mental illness or 
substance use disorder in 
counties and other areas 
within the state.” Sadly, 
North Carolina is among 
them.

Statewide data for 
North Carolina is not 
readily available, but 
an August 7 article in 
RockinghamNow reports 
“Drug overdose calls 
more than doubled dur-
ing the pandemic, com-
pared to the same time 
frame last year, accord-
ing to statistics kept by 
the Rockingham County 
Sheriff’s Office.”

An August North 
Carolina Health News 
article reported that “The 
state has seen a 15 per-
cent spike in opioid over-
doses since the pandemic 
began.”

And according to a 

recent Asheville Citizen 
Times article, “Statewide 
data shows symptoms 
of depression and anxi-
ety have tripled amid 
the pandemic, accord-
ing to Victor Armstrong, 
executive director of the 
Division of Mental Health, 
Developmental Disabilities 
and Substance Abuse 
Services.”

A disturbing 25 percent 
of young adults nationally 
age 18-24 have consid-
ered suicide in the past 
30 days, as reported by 
Politico recently, a rate sig-
nificantly higher than past 
surveys.

The government shut-
downs have unleashed 
devastating mental health 
and substance abuse prob-
lems, many of which are 
turning deadly. Lives lost 
and shattered, especially 
among our youth who face 
little risk of infection and 
minute risk of significant 
symptoms.

When will Cooper and 
Cohen acknowledge and 
reckon with these heart-
breaking consequences of 
their actions?

“Disease surge” from 
lockdowns

Because of the hospi-
tals shuttering non-COVID 
treatment and screenings, 
and people’s irrational 
fear of going to the doctor 
or hospital, doctors have 
warned of a “disease surge” 

(CONTINuED ON PAGE 9)



NC Capitol Connection, September, �0�0  �

www.nccivitas.org

CONTINuED FROM PAGE 8

Cooper and Cohen ignore mounting evidence against lockdowns

causing additional deaths 
that could “end up rivaling 
or exceeding deaths due to 
Covid-19.”

According to 
C a n c e r H e a l t h . c o m , 
“screenings for breast, cer-
vix and colon cancer are 
down between 86% and 
94%” as of May. Also, 
a report by Human Data 
Science estimated “More 
than 80,000 diagnoses of 
five common cancers may 
be missed or delayed by 
early June because of dis-
ruptions to health care” 
due to COVID lockdowns 
and restrictions. Of course, 
early diagnoses of cancer 
can lead to earlier treat-
ment and a higher survival 
rate. Delayed screenings 
can translate into more 
deaths.

The longer the lock-
down, the more these 
types of deaths are likely 
to mount. How many of 
our loved ones will suffer? 
Will Cooper and Cohen 
ever be asked about this?

Heavy job losses
Mental health and sub-

stance abuse problems are 
associated with unemploy-
ment. Forcing the closure 
of thousands of businesses 
across the state for months 
no doubt has contributed 
to such problems noted 
above.

According to the Local 
Area Unemployment 
Statistics reported by the 
NC Commerce Department, 
the number of seasonally-
adjusted employed North 
Carolinians fell from a 
pre-Covid 4.93 million in 
February to a low of 4.08 

million in April. The num-
ber of unemployed more 
than tripled from 182,606 
to 615,512 in May. The 
more than tripling of the 
number of unemployed 
drove up the state’s unem-
ployment rate from 3.6 
percent in April to 12.8 
percent in May.

Slow and gradual re-
openings of businesses 
have dropped the unem-
ployment rate to 8.5 per-
cent for July, and increased 
the total number employed 
to 4.5 million.

The stress and anxiety 
caused by losing one’s job 
combined with the uncer-
tainty of Cooper’s hap-
hazard and unpredictable 
phase plan has contributed 
to the rising public health 
crises like substance abuse 
and rising suicide rates.

Are Cooper and Cohen 
intentionally ignoring these 
effects, or just ignorant 
of them? Neither answer 
speaks well of their leader-
ship.

Growing Inequality
For a group that con-

stantly claims to champion 
“equality,” Cooper’s and 
Cohen’s shutdown has 
significantly exacerbated 
racial inequality.

The shutdown has result-
ed in a significant number 
of business closures, dis-
proportionately harming 
black-owned small busi-
nesses. A June report by 
the National Bureau of 
Economic Research found 
that the number of African-
American business owners 
nationally dropped from 
1.1 million in February 

2020 to 640,000 in April.
The roughly 42% drop 

in black-owned businesses 
due to the lockdown dwarfs 
the 17% decline experi-
enced by white-owned 
businesses. Immigrant 
businesses saw a decline 
of 36%. There’s little rea-
son to believe that North 
Carolina’s experience dif-
fers from these trends.

Furthermore, job losses 
from the lockdown struck 
the black community much 
more severely.

Naturally, the eco-
nomic devastation will 
increase poverty. A July 
article by the far-left NC 
Policy Watch quotes Lisa 
Gennetian, an associate 
professor of early learning 
policy studies in Duke’s 
Sanford School of Public 
Policy, as saying that “some 
estimates suggest that child 
poverty could grow by 5 
million children” nation-
ally, with Gennetian add-
ing “Children of color will 
be particularly hit hard.” 
How many of those chil-
dren thrust into poverty 
in North Carolina due to 
Cooper’s shutdown will 
never climb back out?

In short, the Cooper 
shutdown has exacerbated 
racial wealth inequality 
in North Carolina, a blow 
that may take a generation 
to recover from.

And the negative edu-
cational consequences of 
Cooper’s and Cohen’s 
muddled plans for school 
re-opening — which to 
a large degree left most 
school districts with 
no realistic option other 

than to start schools com-
pletely online — poten-
tially ensures racial wealth 
inequality is made worse 
for the next generation.

As reported by Policy 
Watch in late June, stu-
dents could lose as much 
as 30 percent of reading 
gains and 50 percent of 
math gains from the previ-
ous year, due to the “Covid 
slide.” More specifically, 
the educational achieve-
ment gap for Black and 
Hispanic students could 
increase by another 15 – 20 
percent. Will anyone ask 
Cooper and Cohen when 
they think this gap will be 
made up?

Policy Watch also 
reported an expected spike 
in high school dropouts as 
a result of extended dis-
ruptions to learning, with 
Black and Hispanic stu-
dents dropping out at dis-
proportionate rates.

Imagine the future for 
Black and Hispanic stu-
dents who fall further 
behind and drop out of 
school in larger numbers. 
What will their life look 
like in 10, 20 or 30 years? 
What kind of neighbor-
hood will they be able to 
live in? What sort of future 
will they be able to provide 
for their children?

Cooper’s and Cohen’s 
shutdown may be tem-
porary, but the negative 
consequences can become 
generational. Have they 
taken any of this into con-
sideration?

Conclusion
Neither Cooper nor 

Cohen has any training 

equipping them to sensibly 
evaluate trade-offs from 
their lockdowns. Their sin-
gular focus on trying to 
reduce new Covid cases 
has blinded them to the 
horrific negative conse-
quences of their actions 
– consequences which may 
outweigh any benefit.

Adding insult to injury 
is a recent analysis of CDC 
data by the data-aggrega-
tion website Rational 
Ground. The analysis 
found that not only were 
stay-at-home orders inef-
fective, but states with 
more stringent lockdown 
orders were associated 
with higher rates of infec-
tion per 100k population.

Moreover, as a Sept. 
9 article in the Financial 
Review reported, 
“Lockdowns beyond two 
months impose massive 
economic costs without 
any real health benefits 
because they only delay 
an inevitable second wave 
of the virus, according to a 
new international COVID-
19 study by former Reserve 
Bank of Australia econo-
mist Greg Kaplan.”

Specifically, Kaplan 
noted, “In the US, we found 
that around two months 
was the inflection point 
where the economic costs 
start to get very steep and 
all you’re doing is really 
killing the economy with 
little additional impact on 
deaths.”

So not only did the shut-
down destroy countless 
lives, it’s entirely possible 
that it provided no benefit.
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The above map shows the July 2020, (not seasonally 
adjusted) unemployment rates for all 100 North Carolina 
counties (data from N.C. Department of Commerce). 

The July not seasonally adjusted statewide rate was 8.9 
percent. 

Scotland County had the highest unemployment rate 
at 14.1 percent, followed by Edgecombe at 13.3 percent. 
Sixteen counties have an unemployment rate over 10 
percent. Camden had the lowest at 6.1 percent. Over the 
month, the unemployment rate increased in 99 of North 
Carolina’s 100 counties and remained the same in one. 

All 15 of the state’s metro areas experienced increases from 
June. Among the metro areas, Fayetteville had the highest rate at 
11.6 percent followed by Rocky Mount at 11.3 percent. New Bern 
had the lowest at 7.5 percent. 

When compared to the same month last year, not seasonally 
adjusted unemployment rates increased in all 100 counties. Since 
July 2019, the number of workers employed statewide decreased 
382,189, while those unemployed increased 221,740.

The national unemployment rate for July was 10.2 percent for 
July and 8.4 percent in August. 

CONTINuED FROM PAGE 1

NC Opportunity Scholarship expands in era of education uncertainty

eligible for the program as 
a family of four making a 
little over $72,000 can now 
qualify. The legislation also 
lifts the cap on the number 
of kindergarten and first 
grade opportunity scholar-
ships that can be given out 
each year. Civitas Policy 
Director Bob Luebke, 
applauded the legislature’s 
actions. “Covid has severe-
ly limited educational 
options for many, espe-
cially families struggling 
economically or those who 
must help to educate spe-
cial needs children. This 
legislation addresses those 

needs by expanding  eligi-
bility for the Opportunity 
Scholarship and providing 
additional funding for spe-
cial needs programs.”    

The Editorial Board of 
the Wall Street Journal 
called the victory signifi-
cant given that “the state’s 
Democratic Governor, Roy 
Cooper, came into office 
vowing to eliminate the 
program.” After signing 
the bill, Cooper released a 
statement in part that read, 
“Obviously, I don’t agree 
with every provision, but 
the funding for pandemic 
support in this budget is 

critical and must move for-
ward.”

In their latest effort to nix 
the popular program, the 
North Carolina Association 
of Educators (NCAE) filed 
a lawsuit that is still pend-
ing to challenge the consti-
tutionality of Opportunity 
Scholarships. NCAE was 
a plaintiff in 2013 in an 
unsuccessful lawsuit to 
declare the program uncon-
stitutional. They now hope 
that a much more left-
leaning and activist state 
supreme court will do their 
bidding. “North Carolina’s 
decision comes as Covid-

19 has exposed the union-
first, students-last priori-
ties of traditional public 
schools,” said the WSJ 
editorial board. “Many 
union schools refuse to 
return to in-person learn-
ing, while charters and pri-
vate schools are doing so. 
Parents worried about their 
children falling behind 
are learning that the union 
schools’ take-it-or-leave-it 
approach leaves them with-
out options.”   Lawmakers 
bolstered up protections for 
special needs families as 
well by including $6.5 mil-
lion in funding for 2,500 

families that are on the 
waitlists for the Children 
with Disabilities Grant 
Program and the Education 
Savings Account Program.   
The relief package also pro-
vides more money for elec-
tion workers, a $50 a week 
increase in unemployment 
benefits, additional funding 
for coronavirus testing and 
licensed child-care centers, 
and a greater investment in 
rural broadband services. 
Money too was appropri-
ated to help businesses that 
kept employees on the pay-
roll and to bolster hurricane 
relief.
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Violent scenes of anar-
chy in cities like Kenosha, 
Wisconsin and Portland, 
Oregon and the nation’s 
capital are a reminder that 
police have dangerous and 
difficult jobs. Those jobs 
only become more stress-
ful as the rule of law and 
ordered society breaks 
down. Furthermore, police 
are increasingly caught up 
in politics as mayors and 
governors are often quick 
to throw law enforcement 
under the bus or even pre-
vent a response to looting, 
property destruction, or 
other urban unrest. 

In Raleigh this year, 
business owners blasted 
the lack of response to 
mob destruction by the city 
government. At the highest 
level in North Carolina, 
political games with teach-
ers continues unabated and 
too often takes precedence 
over a pandemic or even 
violent crime. 

In a recently released 
budget proposal, Gov. 
Roy Cooper, who loves to 
use teachers as a politi-
cal wedge issue, offered 
$360 million in bonuses 
for education employees 
-- $230 million of which 
went to teachers and prin-
cipals – but nothing for 
state employees like troop-
ers or other first respond-
ers that could not work 
from home or receive sum-
mers off during Covid-19 
shutdowns. 

This is an important 
point, because like a lot 
of states, North Carolina 
has been touched by mob 
violence and an increase in 
the homicide rate in many 
urban areas. In fact, so 
much of the political focus 
over the last half-decade or 
more has been on educa-
tion spending and teacher 
pay, overshadowing other 
pressing problems like 
urban crime and cultural 
decay. 

According to Forbes.
com, the average North 
Carolina police officer sal-
ary in 2019 was $47,340. 
Average public school 
teacher pay in North 
Carolina for 2018-2019 
was $53,975 and $55,600 
for 2019-2020.  This is 
not to say teachers should 
be paid less or make the 
equivalent as police offic-
ers, but law enforcement 
compensation may have 
to be examined closer to 
improve policing in com-
munities. Furthermore, 
police officers traditional-
ly have a more dangerous 
though not more important  
job than teachers.

The vast majority of law 
enforcement officers are 
not government employ-
ees who have the option 
of working from home to 
wait out a pandemic. 

As reminder of just 
how dangerous the work 
can be, several high-pro-
file attacks and murders 

of police officers in North 
Carolina made headlines in 
the last few years. Trooper 
Kevin K. Connor, 38, and 
a father of two young chil-
dren, was shot and killed 
during a traffic stop in late 
2018. Mooresville officer 
Jordan H. Sheldon, 32, was 
shot dead during a traffic 
stop in 2019. Other offic-
ers across NC have been 
killed in recent years in 
the line of duty or para-
lyzed by violent injuries. 
Nationally, of course, 
there have been offic-
ers killed by looters for 
merely trying to restore 
order. A retired sheriff, 
David Dorn, 77, was shot 
to death in St. Louis for 
trying to stop theft. At 
the Republican National 
Convention his widow 
Ann said, “They shot 
and killed David in cold 
blood, and livestreamed 
his execution. His last 
moments on earth.” 

One of the core func-
tions of government 
is public safety and 
upholding the rule of 
law. When government 
fails to accomplish that 
it’s an indictment on our 
elected leaders, who in 
an increasingly politi-
cized society are more 
and more inclined to play 
political games to secure 
their power. 

If governors and may-
ors are going to tackle 
comprehensive crimi-

nal justice reform, they 
might consider higher pay 
to attract an even strong-
er candidate pool. Many 
Americans watch the 
recent violence night after 
night with dismay. Yes, 
most agree that reforms are 
needed for police depart-
ments to help them better 
engage the populace and 
secure cities and neighbor-

hoods. Yet, merely blam-
ing officers or advancing 
divisive media narratives 
will only advance the 
kind of anarchy and mob 
rule that perpetuates more 
crime and dangerous vigi-
lantism. 

This article originally 
appeared in the Greenville 
Daily Reflector.

Plenty of focus on teacher pay
but what about police?

BY RAY NOTHSTINE
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defendants who prove that 
discrimination occurred 
in other parts of the state 
in other decades to other 
defendants who were dis-
criminated against. Can 
you believe it? As a result, 
152 of the 156 murderers 
then on death row filed 
motions for relief under 
the Racial Justice Act. 
Before the Act was passed 
in 2009, we predicted 
(accurately) that almost 
every person on death row 
whether white, black, or 
Indian would take advan-
tage of it. We predicted 

(inaccurately) a minimum 
additional time in court of 
two or three years (which 
has now been 11 years.) 
The delay will likely go 
on for another five or ten 
years under the Supreme 
Court’s latest opinion. If 
the trial is indeed tainted 
by racial discrimination the 
law should have granted 
the defendant a new trial. 
But it does not. It grants 
them a sentence of life in 
prison. Why in the world 
would a person whose own 
trial was tainted by racial 
discrimination receive a 

life sentence instead of a 
new trial. The answer is 
that the discrimination to 
be proved is not suffered 
by that convicted first 
degree murderer but rather 
by someone else. Can you 
believe it?

Since the modern era 
(1976) when our death 
penalty statutes were 
reformed to comply with 
U.S. Supreme Court deci-
sion, there has not been a 
single execution of a per-
son who had any claim 
to factual innocence. Yet 
that canard is why we 

have effectively had a 14-
year moratorium on death 
sentences for first-degree 
murderers.

The victims of the Racial 
Justice Act have been 
mostly innocent African 
Americans. Why do I 
say this? Numerically the 
majority of the victims of 
homicide in North Carolina 
are African Americans. 
Several hundred of them 
and their families have 
been denied justice and an 
appropriate deterrent now 
for 11 years.

Not everything proposed 

or enacted in the name of 
“racial justice” is worthy 
of the name.

Paul ‘Skip’ Stam was 
a member of the North 
Carolina House of 
Representatives for 16 
years and either managed 
or authored the reform and 
then repeal of the Racial 
Justice Act as Majority 
Leader of the House 
and then as Speaker Pro 
Tempore. He is chairman 
of the board of directors of 
the Civitas Institute.
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Murder most foul; justice denied


