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			Advance Praise for The Newsom Nightmare

			“John Cox’s new book The Newsom Nightmare is as frightening as A Nightmare on Elm Street. Cox chronicles how Newsom’s stream of leftist policies have wrecked California’s once vibrant economy and turned iconic cities like San Francisco into unlivable bastions of crime, homelessness, high taxes, poverty and despair. Now Democrats want Newsom to run for president and do to America what he has done to the once-Golden State. God forbid.”

			–Stephen Moore, Economist and Author, Serves as a Distinguished Fellow in Economics at The Heritage Foundation and is a Co-Founder of The Committee to Unleash Prosperity. 

			“One of the few things on which Red and Blue America can agree is that our political system is broken, but most political reformers tend to come from the Democratic party and its allies. Now comes respected conservative leader John Cox to join the debate and to offer his fascinating prescription for making our system work the way the founders intended. Whether you voted for Gavin Newsom or against him, you should be part of this conversation about how the people deserve to have a greater voice in our politics and government.”

			–Dan Schnur, Teaches Political Communications at USC, 
Pepperdine, and UC-Berkeley, Former National Communications 
Director for the 2000 Presidential Campaign of US Senator 
John McCain—Another Conservative Reformer
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			I dedicate this book to my mother and my ancestors on her side who braved all manner of difficulty to come to America, believing, as I do, that it is the greatest nation in the history of the world. Not because of its culture or sports or entertainment but because it is a place where average people can achieve their dreams. I dedicate this book as well to my wonderful wife and four daughters who have demonstrated their love for their father and their country.
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			Preface

			The Nature of the Problem Along with a Proposed Solution

			
			As you read this book, you’ll see that the many problems facing my adoptive state, California, in large measure impact the greater United States. That’s no accident as Californians figure prominently in the national government seated in Washington, D.C. As of this writing, the Speaker of the House, the vice president, the secretary of Health and Human Services, and myriad other officials and elected representatives, all with significant power, got their start and learned their craft in the Golden State.

			What is that craft? It’s the eternal basis of politics—influence peddling. From time immemorial, the essence of political power, from first recorded history, has been about small groups trying to control larger groups of people for their own purposes—money, riches, power, sex. Motivations differ, but the history of the world is about some person or small group working to control others for their own benefit.

			Various cities in ancient Greece sought democratic systems to diffuse power and empower people. Even they failed, empowering small groups of elites and nobles. Through kings, emperors and despots, humans have experienced the pain of small groups with influence ruling them.

			The United States was formed in the 18th century as a rebellion against elite rule. Our system of checks and balances was formed by men—yes, they were exclusively men—who opposed corrupted leadership and lack of representation and were determined to do something about it. They created a government that they hoped would be immune from influence peddling and arbitrary action—a more perfect union of the people, by the people and for the people.

			We come to the 21st century and our perfect union has survived but is struggling with a breakdown of democratic power sharing with the people our founders nobly envisioned. Today we are saddled with a political system controlled more by money and media than by the people.

			Too often, power is obtained and wielded through celebrity and connections more than good character, knowledge, compassion, and integrity. This situation produced a Hobson’s choice in the last presidential election, where the choice was between a billionaire former reality TV star who communicated insults and complaints via Twitter against an aging and fast-declining career politician who had occupied various federal offices for almost half a century.

			At the same time, the Senate and House are primarily populated by politicians (both on the Right and Left) more skilled in fundraising and log rolling than in crafting policy and communicating thoughtfully and clearly with their constituents. Their main talents rise in playing off interest groups and wealthy people and corporations against one another for campaign contributions and other support. They’re also expertly trained in currying favor with the media—which is now clearly divided on the Right and Left—and which holds considerable sway over our elections. This is not only true of our national houses but is true of most state legislative bodies as well, especially large states like California.

			What’s been the reaction of the voters to this state of affairs? Apathy, cynicism, and disgust are the most common descriptives used. People vote in presidential races but if you look at state and local races, the turnout numbers are pitiful. California just had a primary election where less than 25 percent of voters turned out; among “no party preference” voters, the number was less than 20 percent. The recent turnout for the general election is was one of the lowest in decades.

			Worse is voter knowledge. Relatively few people know who the members of the Supreme Court are, let alone their local representatives. Most have never met their elected representatives or know nothing about their backgrounds or character.

			Every election season, voters—the few who pay attention—are treated to a steady diet of advertising that is fairly geared to slogans or punch lines when they aren’t directed at outright smears or negative messages of some form or fashion. This barrage doesn’t help as people watching this are even more turned off and cynical. They don’t believe the positive spin and the negatives repel them. They also don’t trust their representatives. They know they are nothing more than professional fundraisers or are rich elites trying to buy public office for their own aggrandizement.

			We don’t get the best and the brightest to run for public office. Few successful people want to subject themselves to the constant media barrage or the need to spend most of their time on the phone begging for money. Running for any office involves constant pleading for dollars along with currying favor with media that hold the keys to free publicity and name recognition. Now, with recent focus on the tax returns of the former president, they have to worry about intense scrutiny of their most personal financial data and experience going back decades. Most successful people with any private life say, “Thanks, but no thanks” to such a pursuit.

			The good news in all this is that there is a way to change the system for the better so that we get a government that performs what we ask of it in a competent and truthful manner. It involves changing our system ever so slightly but with huge implications so that political campaigns aren’t about money or media but about person to person or door-to-door campaigning and individual persuasion. Character and leadership would once again dictate success in the political arena. As such, this isn’t just going to be a book about problems and complaints. I’m going to suggest solutions to the problems I highlight.

			The problems we face aren’t there by accident. They result mostly from some person or group benefiting from a problem. The key to solving these problems is to fashion solutions that reflect good practice and policy, forged by intelligent and well-thought-out tradeoffs that have the effect of helping the vast majority of our people rather than favoring a narrow interest or group.

			I’m going to describe the background of why I ran for governor: to help cure the many ills mismanagement of California has brought, as well as an effort to reform its electoral system through small districts, called Hear the People, that I believe will help correct these ills.

			Some will read this book as a criticism targeted at Gavin Newsom as the leader of the state and the cause of the mismanagement of the state, but understand that I am using my state’s governor as just one major exemplar of the problem and he is certainly not the only one. I live in California and studied the issues for years before I started the race for Governor. As such I developed a keen insight into why California is in the condition it is. Like too many of our states, California is essentially run by special interest groups for their own benefit and Newsom is the leader of that band with a dominant media cheerleading him on.

			There is little indication that Newsom believes changing our system should be a high priority. He did write a book, Citizenville, not too long ago, about a digital revolution transforming government. He may, in fact, appreciate the fact that small districts, with local representatives connected through our modern interactive technology, is a much better system to remove the corruptive power of money, media, and special interest groups. It would be wonderful if he and his followers would accept the challenge to change the status quo—and embrace the reforms I propose in this book.

			You will see how special interest control in California is accelerating the descent of California such that it is virtually unaffordable and unlivable unless you are very wealthy. The special interests benefit from that descent and use their collective power to maintain it. As the leader of state government, Newsom could have pressed for reforms but has been noticeably absent. Thus, California’s problems have gotten worse under his leadership. The scariest part is that with a compliant local and national media—which he curates by focusing on highly contentious “social” issues—Newsom may emerge as a candidate for president of the United States in 2024. This “nightmare” needs to be avoided. Other states such as Illinois and Michigan have governors who follow this technique on the Left as there are others on the Right—Florida and Texas among them—that also use the system to their own ends. However, Newsom is the most prominent and skillful at this craft, which has made our largest and wealthiest state also our country’s most dysfunctional. This book explains how our present electoral structure fosters this gross mismanagement, takes us through the effort to recall the Governor, and lays out positive, nonpartisan solutions.

			Most of all, this book clearly lays out a solution to the pay-to-play political culture that fosters this “California Catastrophe.” It’s all about changing the way our campaigns are run to emphasize small districts that allow person to person campaigns that don’t require money or media and that foster voter involvement and accountability. This requires a rethinking of how we elect our leaders. I think even Mr. Newsom would believe it is a long overdue reform that would not only lessen the power of money and media but also bring about more voter involvement. I will detail how we can make that happen in a way that works for us, not against us. Success usually faces daunting challenges. But it can be achieved. It just takes strength of purpose, discipline, and leadership.

			Let’s get to work.

		

	
		
			Part 1

			Recall and Reform

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Ask Not What You Can Do for Your Donors

			On a September afternoon in 2015, I stood looking up at the dome of the California State Capitol building in Sacramento. In front of me, spread across the capitol’s steps, were one-hundred and twenty cardboard cutouts, each one a life-sized photographic representation of a member of the California State Legislature. They were exact recreations, with one key difference. Each member’s clothing was adorned with logos of the corporations and special-interest groups that had given them money. Emblems of donors like Chevron and AT&T, and unions such as the California Teachers Association, covered their blazers and pantsuits neck to cuff.

			As I surveyed my work, a middle-aged woman noticed the strange scene and did a double take. Then I saw her crack a smile. “You actually have to do this,” she shouted as she crossed the street.

			“That’s the idea,” I replied. I had recently turned sixty years old, but I felt as excited as I had been as a nine-year-old kid, entertaining my mother by reciting JFK’s “Ask not what your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country” speech across the dinner table.

			What was I doing for my country? That day’s demonstration was part of an initiative I was spearheading called California Is Not For Sale. It was a proposed ballot measure requiring legislators to wear the logos of their top donors emblazoned on their clothing whenever they walked onto the senate or assembly floor. For months, I had been trying to stir up the passions of voters by showing them that their elected leaders more closely resembled logo-laden NASCAR drivers than public servants and trying to collect the 350,000 signatures needed to get the initiative on the ballot. This was an idea I borrowed from a couple of well-known comedians who had posited it for laughs.

			Though the initiative was meant to be shocking and humorous, I was deadly serious about the reason behind it. America is a democratic republic. We elect people to represent us and make decisions on our behalf. But our elected leaders too often act as agents for elite donors who control big tech, big labor unions, and deep-pocketed lobbying organizations. A never-ending flow of money from corporations and special-interest groups has turned politicians into professional fundraisers. They must constantly spend time and energy raising money, which distracts from their job of passing legislation and makes them unduly beholden to donors.

			California Is Not For Sale sparked a storm of news coverage in outlets such as Fox and the Huffington Post. “If you came down from Mars and you looked at our electoral system, you’d say to yourself, ‘How dumb is this?’” I told the Washington Times that November. “You’ve got a system under which people who want something from government fund the campaigns of the people who make the decisions.” Despite a groundswell of public support and getting 250,000 signatures, my initiative fell 100,000 names short of qualifying.

			I was disappointed but not surprised, a feeling familiar to anyone who has tried their hand in the political arena. I had seen the power of money in politics firsthand when I ran for Congress in Illinois in 2000. During that race, my opponents depended upon special-interest money to run their campaigns and relied on their campaign workers to reach voters. Unions had operated phone banks, organized get-out-the-vote drives, and collected and solicited ballots, primarily on behalf of Democrats, who went out of their way to cater to the desires of the unions and their bosses. Republicans worked with businesses and religious groups who did the same. I realized that the dysfunction in U.S. Congress was directly traceable to campaign funders’ power over politicians.

			When I ran for president seven years later, I again saw how the media determined who succeeded and who didn’t. I campaigned all over Iowa, New Hampshire, and South Carolina, getting pretty far with grassroots Republicans. At one point, fifty-five of the ninety-nine Iowa GOP county chairs supported me. Yet the media refused to cover me. They would not let me into the televised debates because I was not sufficiently well-known nationally. My opponents, exclusively well-known politicians familiar to the media, got into the debates and therefore got the name recognition which got them the funding from special-interest groups and large corporations and they perpetuated a broken system. Thus, I faced the classic tautology—I couldn’t get name recognition afforded by the debates because I wasn’t well-known enough to qualify for the debates.

			But I learned something vital during my 2007 presidential bid while campaigning in New Hampshire. New Hampshire has only about a million people, but they have four hundred members in their House of Representatives. They have microdistricts, and each House member only represents a few thousand people, so no candidate must spend much money to stand for office. Legislative candidates can walk door-to-door and meet their voters. They were elected on their ideas and character, not through television ads or mass mailers. You avoid becoming beholden to funders or lobbyists when you don’t have to raise money to get elected. That gives an elected official the freedom to put the people first, not the puppet masters.

			After 2008, I got out of politics for three years. During that time, I witnessed the prevalence of money in politics getting worse. In 2010, a Supreme Court ruling in Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission essentially removed limits on corporations—and unions—from contributing to elections. Any entity, including super PACs, could now run ads without limitation. While I agreed with the decision on a constitutional basis, the practical result further entrenched political influence toward wealthy donors and corporations. Election spending ballooned to ridiculous proportions. Ordinary people were left on the sidelines, divorced from democracy.

			I watched people from all ends of the political spectrum propose solutions. I spoke with a Harvard professor named Larry Lessig, who wanted to ban all contributions and rely solely on public finance. Another solution proposed by the Left was ranked-choice voting, which allows voters to rank candidates in order of preference and is now in use in Alaska, New York City, and some other places. If no candidate gets the majority of the vote, the candidate with the least support is eliminated, and the process continues until a candidate wins more than half of the vote. Yet none of these plans truly addressed the elephant in the room—the cost and power of mass media. Each of these so-called solutions kept in place the large-scale campaigns that cost a lot and enable the media to essentially pick and choose which candidates to cover and give them a leg up. As I saw it, the only way to fix the problem was to bring the campaigns to a small enough level where they are accountable, personal, and one-on-one. But I remained on the sidelines, turning the problem over in my mind.

			Then I moved to California in 2011. I was gobsmacked by the pay-to-play nature of politics in Sacramento. And I saw how California’s size enables lobbyists to control power, enabling their priorities to supercede good policy. California had enacted term limits in the ’90s. It not only failed but made the problem worse as special-interest groups had no objection to buying a new set of politicians every twelve years. In fact, they likely favored this as politicians would be termed out before they could muster the political savvy and strength to stand up to the special-interest groups. A state like California with forty million people has only forty state senators and eighty assembly members. Each senator represents a million people. That is more people than in a congressional district. Assembly districts are half as big, but each assemblyman or assemblywoman is responsible for 500,000 people. Campaigns in districts that large require a huge media effort, empowering the media and campaign funders.

			I thought there had to be a way to have our leaders elected based on something other than media influence and money. How could we inject people with character, experience, passion, and empathy into the political system? These factors should qualify our leaders—not how much cash their donors can spend or how cozy they are with the media! I remembered my experience in New Hampshire, where I met the state’s microdistrict representatives on the campaign trail, in libraries, and Rotary Clubs. By and large, they were solid Americans. They were local restaurant owners, retired executives, and mothers who had once been lawyers but left the workforce to raise a family—salt-of-the-earth people. None of them bought television or radio ads. They got elected by going door-to-door, attending town hall meetings, and persuading voters one by one.

			I asked myself: if this could work in a small state like New Hampshire, could it work with a larger state like California or even the federal government? I gathered a team of lawyers, political professionals, and professors from both sides of the aisle and fleshed out the idea. We call it Hear the People. The basic concept was to subdivide California’s huge districts into one hundred much smaller districts, each with its own neighborhood legislator. Those one hundred people wouldn’t go to Sacramento. They would meet in their community and select one of those one hundred people to go to Sacramento. Thus, you’d still get forty senators and eighty assemblymembers in Sacramento. But they would be elected by, and accountable to, the ninety-nine neighborhood representatives who remain back home in their districts.

			This plan would remove the corrupting influence of special-interest money from politics. By shrinking the size of legislative districts down to the neighborhood level, any individual could run for Congress, senate, or assembly with a budget of just a few hundred dollars. Campaigns would be about personal contact, not mass media. We drafted an initiative and had a study commissioned on the idea by the Institute for Politics at Claremont McKenna College. This favorable study found that our plan would result in better legislation because the people could formulate policy, not what pleased a special-interest group.

			I was tremendously excited. Hear the People would take a hammer to the elites, media, campaign funders, and influence peddlers. Ordinary people could run and have a fighting chance. Money wouldn’t be needed. Battles would play out on voters’ doorsteps or in town hall meetings, not on cable TV representing one side or the other. Candidates wouldn’t use angry TV and radio ads and vicious mailers.

			Hear the People would increase political competition because it would be easy to run for office in a tiny district. Competition drives innovation and change. Greater political competition means more competition and innovation in all other avenues of life, like education, healthcare, housing, business, banking, communications, the internet, and energy.

			The key to obtaining accountability is through competition. Opposition groups in large districts use their funding to stop reforms they don’t want or interrupt their power structure or profit stream. For example, the teachers’ unions fight tooth and nail against school choice or any attempt at school reform or improvement. Deep-pocketed trial lawyers stop any tort reform. Oil companies obstruct the reform of tax incentives for drilling. Big pharma is greedy for government contracts that bring in billions and uses its financial might to get those deals. Environmental lobbyists want more regulations and higher energy prices. There’s no free lunch. All these players want something for the money they contribute: power. Hear the People severely curtails but doesn’t eliminate the ability of these groups to help elect people and influence policy; they just had to do it the old-fashioned way—make a persuasive and compelling argument.

			For the next five years, from 2011 to 2016, I spent my own money to get this initiative on the ballot. We made progress, and Californians seemed genuinely excited about the plan. But our grassroots efforts kept falling short of the number of signatures needed to qualify for the ballot. So, in 2017, I came up with a new plan. I’d attack the issue from two angles: 1. hire a professional signature collection firm, and 2. promote Hear the People in conjunction with a run for governor. If my NASCAR-inspired initiative had been my tongue-in-cheek way to bring awareness to this issue, a gubernatorial run would be a serious effort to publicize it. A governor’s race would attract media attention, and I could expose this idea to the masses. I truly wanted to be governor to address the mismanagement that springs from the special-interest corruption in Sacramento and if I was to be successful in addressing it, I would need a legislature that would work with me, not the special-interest groups.

			I hit the campaign trail, giving speeches about Hear the People at stops all across California. The response was heartening—people were sick of the swamp in Sacramento and told me that if this initiative passed, they would run for office. They would be accountable to their neighbors. They would be the change they wanted to see in their communities. But, in February 2018, we again came up short, this time by only 25,000 signatures. While the measure didn’t make it to the ballot, I felt I had started a statewide conversation about getting money out of politics and putting power back in the hands of ordinary Americans.

			Then, in June 2018, I surprised everyone, winning enough votes to beat out my Democratic rival Antonio Villaraigosa to make the top two in the general election. Now I had to face Newsom in November, going up against the entrenched powers that really run California. By some estimates, Newsom raised over $100 million for the general election, compared to my $11 million. He also had a compliant and supportive media that gave him a pass in failing to debate me.

			I thought that with an open governor’s seat and the many problems facing California—homelessness, cost of living, crime, shortages of energy and water, wildfires, and other issues—there would be a lot of people who would want to embrace the idea that change was needed and a businessman would be the best leader to address the solutions needed. California is home to more billionaires than any place on earth—surely many of them would step up to help—but they were apparently cowed by the national politics of the moment as well as fear of the unknown—and they kept their wallets firmly in the pockets, not helping my campaign.

			During my hopelessly underfunded campaign, I tried to caution voters that electing Gavin Newsom to replace Jerry Brown as chief executive of the nation’s most populated state and its largest economy would put us all in for rough sledding. Brown was a political warhorse. While liberal, he understood the limits of government and worked to apply his liberal principles pragmatically. Brown was a fiscal conservative compared to the current crop of left-wing Democrats, who consciously stiff-armed Brown once he left office. He tried to hold back the interest groups that corrupt Sacramento. He was close to eighty years old and held no ambitions to advance politically.

			Newsom is a different beast; his political aspirations are centered on gaining the White House. Newsom overwhelmed me with his superior money and name recognition. I couldn’t overcome his tsunami of ads. But when I reflect on that time, my thoughts are not consumed by my defeat in the general election. Instead, I think back to my work to advance Hear the People.

			This book aims to introduce Hear the People into the national conversation as a small district restructuring in the way we elect Congress. We call it “Hear the People.” It’s an idea—a “big solution” that has the power to transform our democracy, impacting almost every issue that faces us as a state or nation.

			I view California as a microcosm of America—I’m sure you’ve read the saying, “As goes California, so goes the rest of the nation.” There’s a good deal of truth to it. Right now, that’s happening in the wrong direction—the “Californication” of the nation is a topic I’ll dive into throughout this book. But if we can use this small district system to put power back in the hands of the people in the Golden State, it has the potential to spread across the country.

			Why I Care—My Background

			Losing elections is frustrating, but it’s never deterred me from trying to improve our broken political system. I could lose one hundred elections, and I’d still be trying to upset the status quo and spearhead initiatives like Hear the People. Public service is my calling.

			I get that from my mother, Priscilla Pick, a public school teacher born in 1921. As a young boy without a father figure, I looked up to my mother. Because she adored John F. Kennedy, I learned a lot about him. By age nine, I could imitate his Boston accent perfectly. Over time, JFK’s call to each of us to “Ask yourself not what your country can do for you can offer but what ask you can do for your country” embedded itself in my brain.

			My maternal family’s roots were in Poland in the old Russian Empire. One of my early ancestors was a deserter from the czar’s army. The czar used peasants like cattle, putting them in his armies to carry out his wars, which were about fighting for power and control. He and his aristocrats didn’t give a damn about the masses—and many of our current leaders echo that sentiment.

			My mother’s family entered America through Ellis Island. My maternal grandfather, Albert Pick, moved to Chicago to open a hardware store on the south side. My uncle also had a small hardware store in Chicago, which he operated until about twenty years ago. It was situated on the south side, in a low-income neighborhood. As a small business owner, he could compete and make a living. Today, many small businesses do not have that opportunity.

			In 1940, my mom ventured out west to the University of California at Berkeley for her undergraduate degree. There began my connection to California. In 1940, college tuition at UC Berkeley was nearly free for residents, and tuition for nonresidents was $75 per year (about $1,500 today). Getting a higher education was possible for my working-class mom. Today at Berkeley, out-of-state tuition is $44,007. Graduates labor under enormous debt and often never catch up. As we’ll later discuss, administrative costs and interest group influence have driven up costs. My mother earned two master’s degrees—in Spanish literature and library science.

			After my older brother was born in San Jose and she had to divorce his alcoholic father, my mother moved back to Chicago to be with her family, where she met my biological father, Albert Kaplan. My father took no responsibility for me, urging her to “Get rid of the problem.” At the time, my mother was young and confused, unmarried, and already had a two-year-old. She admitted that had abortion been legal, she probably would have aborted me. She kept me, primarily because the law protected me. To some degree, this reality became the genesis of my lifelong aversion to abortion and my dedication to taking responsibility—as a man and a human being.

			I adored my mother because she could have given me away, but she kept me. She married my biological father to have a father on my birth certificate. They divorced soon after my birth. I never heard from or saw him again. He never supported my mother or me. Since my father declined responsibility for me, I was determined to be a responsible person in my own life. Society requires men to step up as a father.

			My mom remarried and took a job as a public school teacher in Chicago. She was an excellent teacher, but no housekeeper. By age ten, I had to cook, clean, and do laundry. I’d be the first to admit I didn’t enjoy childhood. But it taught me responsibility.

			My mother was political, owing to her days at Berkeley, and a dedicated Democrat. She loved the idealism that John F. Kennedy inspired. That love carried over to Bobby Kennedy, who continued his brother’s mission. I will forever remember being seated in front of the television on June 5, 1968, watching the California primary celebration for Bobby, broadcast from the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles. It was midnight in Chicago, and I was not yet thirteen when I witnessed his assassination in real time. It was indelibly etched in my mind.

			Another early childhood memory was helping my mother at school and seeing her harrowing experiences dealing with the Chicago public school system’s bureaucracy and corruption. She would come home during my preteen and teen years crying about the principals’ incompetence and arbitrary behavior. She would explain that many of these “leaders” were political appointees or had political sponsors based on relationships with key politicians. I would see the results going to school with my mom to help her tutor her students in reading. I was five to eight years younger than them, yet I was way ahead in reading skills. This taught me how political influence could undermine public education at an early age.

			I worked hard in school, getting through high school and college with honors, where I majored in accounting. After college, I got a job at the accounting firm Coopers & Lybrand, where I worked during the day while attending law school at night at IIT/Kent College of Law in downtown Chicago. I graduated at the top of my law school class while working sixty to seventy hours a week at my accounting firm. It was hard work, but I led the tax department in overtime hours, getting to work at 5:30 in the morning and leaving at 6:00 at night to go to law school for three hours. I started to lean Republican when I worked at Coopers, doing tax returns for people in the 70 percent tax bracket. With tax rates so high, there was a disincentive to take risks. If you made a profit, you kept only the 30 percent the government didn’t take. I felt we would increase investments and spur innovation if rates were lower. Folks building businesses would take more risks, knowing they would keep more of their profits.

			After obtaining my juris doctorate in law, I quit Coopers & Lybrand and grabbed an opportunity to work for the law firm Devoe, Shadur & Krupp. I also got married and started a family. Devoe, Shadur & Krupp was a liberal Democratic law firm, but my views continued to change as Ronald Reagan ascended the political ladder. Reagan presented a plan to reduce tax rates to revive the economy and motivate entrepreneurs to put their money at risk. My confidence in reducing taxes converted me into a Reagan Republican. Reagan’s economic and social ideas sat well with me. I embraced him and registered as a Republican. We could certainly use another Ronald Reagan to lead us out of the mess we’re in today. Moving to the Republican party was a significant change. My family was all Democrats. I didn’t know any Republicans for a long time.

			After a year with the law firm, I decided to take a chance. I still had many tax return clients who stuck with me over the years, so I launched my own firm in 1981. I rented an office in Skokie, Illinois, and hung up my shingle. I was a tax attorney, doing estate plans, corporate work, and occasionally handled a little litigation. Owning my own business felt like carving out my slice of the American Dream. It was accessible to me because, back then, corporate taxes were significantly lower. Today, California has a high corporate income tax rate that discourages entrepreneurs while feeding the bureaucracy.

			Yet, as happens, life throws you unexpected curveballs. Around May, 1995, I came home from playing golf one early Saturday morning, and my wife was on the floor of our bathroom, crying and telling me that she didn’t love me anymore. Her words struck me like a bullet between the eyes. We were both turning forty and had been married for eighteen years. Our daughters were young, only eight, ten, and twelve. I thought I was a good husband and father, involved with my children and the community, and now it all seemed for naught. I gritted my teeth and worked through the pain. After we finalized the divorce, I rented a house in Wilmette, a suburb close to my kids. I continue to be an essential part of my children’s lives. I like to think it made a difference in their eyes while presenting them with a role model for their future family responsibilities.

			Then I met Sarah Hall on a blind date. She was a fundraiser who had worked for Children’s Memorial Hospital and then for a Chicago charity called Urban Gateways. We had many shared interests, not least of which was politics. She remembered seeing one of my ads when I ran for Congress in 2000. It was an ad about abortion and how it leaves a hole. The ad showed me pushing one of my daughters on a swing and watching her disappear. It made an impression on Sarah. We decided to marry a few months after our first date. It was a whirlwind courtship and one of the best times in my life. We have a daughter, Julianne, who is now a teenager.

			In 2011, I moved my family to California. I chose San Diego, specifically Rancho Santa Fe. My mother had retired to Fresno in 1980, and it felt like our American story had come full circle. California had so much I wanted for myself and my family: beaches, mountains, and deserts. But the state’s sad state of political affairs troubled me. After everything I had gone through in my life, from sitting in my mother’s classroom as a boy to running for Senate, I couldn’t sit idly by watching my new home wither on the vine. And so, I began a period of vigorous political activism that started with my idea for Hear the People and culminated in my run for governor in 2018.

			After the 2018 gubernatorial election, I thought about what I should do next. I desperately wanted another chance to bring the political ideals I had spent a lifetime cultivating back into the public arena. Then, in the dark days of a global pandemic, the rumblings of a recall supplied my chance.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Recall

			In his farewell address in 1796, President Washington warned against concentrating power into the hands of unscrupulous politicians within one political party. He stated:

			…They [political parties] are likely in the course of time and things, to become potent engines, by which cunning, ambitious, and unprincipled men will be enabled to subvert the power of the people and to usurp for themselves the reins of government, destroying afterwards the very engines which have lifted them to unjust dominion.

			Washington was prescient. It holds true today in California. For almost three decades, one party has held power in California. Democrats outnumber Republicans by nearly two to one in registration. About 30 percent are independently registered to parties other than the two major ones or are “no party preference” voters. The last Republican presidential candidate who carried California was George H. W. Bush in 1988. No sitting Democratic governor has lost reelection since Ronald Reagan beat Pat Brown in 1966.

			Thriving with one-party hegemony, Democrats have solidified and expanded their grip on power through well-funded and well-organized power seekers. The key insiders include public-sector unions, trial lawyers, and extremist environmental groups. All this has led California down a dangerous path toward expansive, incompetent government and, lately, as the Democratic party swings further to the Left, toward a form of socialism that the late Communist leader, Leon Trotsky, espoused through his ideas of a “permanent revolution” of the proletariat against capitalism and those he deemed to be elites. If you delve into what these individuals believe, their vision is frightening and runs counter to the values upon which this great nation was founded.

			Is that an overstatement? Think back to how the state tried to quash our freedoms during the COVID-19 pandemic. Remember Sacramento’s rules for celebrating the holidays? Remember no singing? Was your small business shuttered for months on end while Walmart and Costco remained open? Were your children in Zoom school at your kitchen table while you worked from home, pulling your hair out and praying for schools to reopen their doors? In contrast, a patronizing governor’s children thrived in expensive elite private schools that had the resources to conduct in-classroom education.

			Having a single-party supermajority govern every branch of government throws the checks and balances crucial to representative democracy off kilter. It renders democracy impotent. Politicians operate with impunity. They no longer are accountable. Influence peddling, pay-to-play activities, and corruption thrive in Sacramento. Our elected leaders are failing us.

			That was the message that I tried to get across in my campaign for governor during the 2021 recall election. To tell that story, I have to tell the whole story of the recall.

			After he was elected in 2018, Gavin Newsom vindicated our fears by catering to special-interest pressure groups. He ended the death penalty in California, a move liberal groups had long clamored for, even though voter initiatives affirmed voters’ desire to retain the death penalty. Indeed, voters made it clear they wanted to accelerate the execution process, which endless appeals had bogged down. Caving in to the teachers’ unions, he supported legislation that would make it more expensive and difficult to establish and maintain competitive charter schools.

			He fell behind schedule on his pet project, the bullet train. Then he wavered on support. First, he said he said he would end this waste of money. Then he capitulated to union pressure and a possible claim from the federal government for a refund of its advances toward its construction and reversed himself. In the meantime, housing costs soared, homelessness worsened, crime began to spiral out of control, traffic was snarled, and he failed even to suggest a solution to the state’s long-running challenges posed by shortages of water and electricity and the threat of dangerous wildfires.

			By February of 2020, Californians were fed up. They wanted change. They had tired of backroom deals that enriched lobbyists, donors, and billionaires. Sacramento’s love affair with progressive cancel-culture, left-wing ideology sickened them.

			Two citizens decided to do something about it. In February 2020, Orrin Heatlie, a former Yolo County sheriff’s deputy, and Mike Netter of Rebuild California filed a petition to recall Gavin Newsom. They began their collecting signatures with $1,000 in seed money. Heatlie told the Desert Sun, “I’m participating in something that is monumental and historic, and it’s something that, you know, this country was founded on,” he said. “We’re bringing government back to represent the people.”

			The prepandemic petition defined a credible rationale for recalling Newsom. “Laws he endorsed favor foreign nationals, in our country illegally, over that of our own citizens. People in this state suffer the highest taxes in the nation, the highest homelessness rates, and the lowest quality of life as a result,” it stated. “He has imposed sanctuary state status and fails to enforce immigration laws. He unilaterally overruled the will of the people regarding the death penalty. He seeks to impose additional burdens on our state by the following; removing the protections of Proposition 13, rationing our water use, increasing taxes and restricting parental rights.”

			The pandemic shutdown that Newsom initiated worsened the situation. Newsom’s executive orders shuttered small restaurants. Churches were forbidden to conduct services. Children were forced to attend school from home computers, essentially shutting out many children who lacked that capability. Newsom declared a state of emergency—which continues to this day—and abused it to promulgate new rules. The politicians picked winners and losers in the economy. They identified some businesses and activities as “essential,” while leaving others behind. Newsom entered into major contracts with medical equipment suppliers without accountability or review.

			Gavin Newsom’s abuse of power fueled the recall effort.

			The grassroots efforts relied on volunteers to collect signatures. They used social media and conservative news outlets to spread their message. But gathering the almost one and a half million signatures needed to qualify a recall proved challenging due to COVID restrictions and closures. Heatlie and Netter faced an uphill climb. The last successful petition to recall the governor came in 2003 when voters recalled Governor Gray Davis. Arnold Schwarzenegger, California’s last Republican governor, replaced Davis. Since 2003, California’s changing demographics have turned the state a deeper blue, further impeding the recall effort.

			At the same time, news was breaking about a novel coronavirus spreading from China to Europe and the United States. The first documented case in the U.S. was detected in Washington state on January 21, 2020. Five days later, health officials identified the third case in an Orange County man who had traveled to Wuhan, China. This was the first known case of COVID-19 in California.

			On March 13, the same day President Donald Trump declared a national state of emergency, most of California’s nearly eleven thousand public schools suspended in-person instruction for two weeks. Almost six million public school students began online instruction, commonly known as Zoom school. The school closures were slated to last for two weeks. On March 19, 2020, Governor Newsom issued a statewide shelter in place order, closing down the state. He ordered residents to stay at home except for essential business or risk a $1,000 fine or six months imprisonment. Essential businesses were permitted to remain open, but the governor shuttered all businesses he deemed not essential, as well as churches. By the end of March, Newsom had closed schools for the remainder of the school year.

			While the pandemic gained steam, trouble was brewing at the state Employment Development Division (EDD). The massive business closures due to the governor’s decree cost 2.4 million people their jobs in April. Statewide unemployment would reach a record high of 16.3 percent, with some hard-hit areas like Los Angeles topping out at over 20 percent. Millions of Californians filed for unemployment. It was time for Sacramento to step up.

			On March 17, 2020, as the state closed down and unemployment skyrocketed, the EDD closed its doors and turned off its phones. When the agency put up a new website to deal with claims, it was quickly overrun. The EDD was kind enough to post a helpful sign: “We are having problems. Please check back later.” Problems indeed. In 2020, 99 percent of calls to the agency went unanswered. Assemblymember Jim Patterson, R-Fresno, told the Sacramento Bee, “The one thing that remains true with all these backlogs is an undercurrent of incompetency. EDD has hurt a lot of good people who have yet to be paid what they are owed.”

			Fraud surfaced as a problem at the agency. Forty-five thousand prison inmates, including some on death row, collected an estimated $1 billion in fraudulent claims. Let me say that again. Incarcerated criminals copped an estimated $1 billion in fraudulent claims. No wonder taxes in this state keep going up, up, and away. One claim was filed in the name of convicted killer Scott Peterson, who murdered his wife Laci and their unborn child. Law enforcement officials believe organized crime rings saw an opportunity to use unemployment insurance money to fund human trafficking, drug rings, and gun smuggling.

			One woman collected $21,000 under the name and social security number of Senator Dianne Feinstein. An “unemployed actor” who had just celebrated her first birthday collected $167 a week in fraudulent checks. Fontrell Antonio Baines, a rapper who performs as Nuke Bizzle, bilked the agency for $1.2 million and bragged about it on YouTube.

			Few people know that the EDD had a fraud detection system that was working well from 2013 to 2016. Then old-school politicians decided the $2 million price tag was too high. They refused to purchase the software for the following year. Many experts believe that the system would have prevented billions of dollars in fraud. The federal government had also developed a system to check Social Security numbers against prison inmates. But, ever mindful of illegal immigrants with fake numbers, California politicians refused to participate in this system. Their action opened up the unemployment insurance system to prisoner fraud.

			While unemployed and increasingly desperate Californians needed Gavin Newsom to fix an urgent problem, the governor busied himself releasing prisoners from jail to protect them from the coronavirus. Many questioned why he was prioritizing convicted criminals over unemployed Californians.

			Newsom waited until his governor’s seat got hot before taking action. Democrats understood the meltdown at the EDD made the governor vulnerable to recall. Newsom created a task force to look into problems at the besieged agency. Later, the same day that California’s secretary of state declared that enough signatures had been collected to force a recall election, Newsom’s unemployment task force announced a string of arrests and a series of investigations into fraudulent claims.

			The EDD proceeded to freeze the accounts of 350,000 legitimate claimants who had filed because of Sacramento’s stay-at-home edicts and business closures. If your account was randomly frozen, the wait time to get a claim reviewed averaged twenty-six weeks. How can an unemployed parent wait six months to pay rent and buy food for their family? In March 2021, the beleaguered agency faced a backlog of over one million cases.

			Before the pandemic, the EDD was running a $3 billion surplus. The agency is now in the red to the tune of $48 billion. The unemployment insurance debacle was the most significant fraud scandal in the history of any state, estimated in October 2021 to be around $20 billion. That’s five times the budget of California’s second-most populous city, San Jose, and nearly double Los Angeles’s $11.2 billion 2021 budget. Twenty billion dollars wasted (not spent) works out to over $500 for every man, woman, and child in the entire state of California that government waste and mismanagement flushed down the toilet.

			EDD’s failure to provide the most basic service during the crisis was a failure of our state government to help its citizens in their time of greatest need. It highlights the dangers a one-party system poses. When there is no competition, no one feels the need to perform or meet expectations. A one-party system is not accountable because there is no viable alternative. California has become a one-party state. EDD’s failure marks the ineptitude and inefficiency of this single-party rule.

			As weekly COVID-19 cases and deaths decreased during the first weeks of May, Sacramento began a phased reopening. But in the second half of the month, culminating on Memorial Day weekend, California started to see record-high numbers of new cases and deaths. Confirmed cases, hospitalizations, and deaths continued to climb. Newsom ordered most “nonessential” businesses to close again on July 13, 2020.

			During the spring and summer of 2020, Black Lives Matter (BLM) and other so-called social justice protests swept across the state and country, sparked by the death of George Floyd. The mass protests left many Californians wondering why Sacramento politicians supported mass gatherings of BLM protesters, but not those citizens who exercised their First Amendment rights when they protested government lockdowns and business closures. Even when BLM protests turned violent, state government stood on the sidelines. Our law enforcement leaders declined to support their officers, who too often found themselves wrongly scapegoated for isolated incidents of police violence. They praised Black Lives Matter, even though it turned out its leaders were diverting funds for personal advantage. It was one more case of Sacramento picking winners and losers. Our leaders put protestors ahead of police officers. Newsom and the extreme Left asserted their power to advance ideas that supported their leftist agenda while quashing dissenting views.

			The decade-long Democratic domination of the executive and legislative branches meant our elected representatives no longer had to look across the aisle to build bridges to reach common ground. Democrats packed our courts with liberal judges, so the judicial system rarely overturned misguided legislation. The California Democratic Party has moved farther and farther to the Left in its quest to mollify a political minority of activists and solidify its power. We need a healthy Republican Party to force Democrats toward the political center.

			Democrats have framed differences of opinion as an assault on morality and our way of life. They painted the other side as a threat to California’s values. They made politics toxic and polarized society along ideological lines. Is it any wonder fighting broke out in the streets? Or suddenly, gangs saw no risk in launching assaults on retailers with uncontrolled looting and pillaging?

			While the streets simmered in the heat of a violent summer, California electricity companies ordered the first rolling blackouts in twenty years, beginning on August 14, 2020. Residents ordered to stay at home suffered through a prolonged heat wave without electricity. California didn’t generate enough electricity to meet demand. People paid the price of years of ill-advised energy policies and the undue influence of extremist environmentalists. Perhaps the biggest mistake was closing power plants—decisions fueled by politics, not sound energy policy.

			While Californians sweltered, waiting for the EDD to process unemployment claims, for schools to resume, and for Governor Newsom to reopen the economy, 367 fires ravaged the state. The smoky haze that blanketed vast swaths of California was a constant reminder of Sacramento’s failed fire mitigation policies.

			As the fires raged in August and into September of 2020, so did the virus. The California Teachers Association (CTA) and local teachers’ unions used their political influence to keep schools closed. Parents were outraged. Other states took protective measures and opened at the beginning of the school year, but not California. It became clear that schools would not reopen due to CTA lobbying and pressure, subjecting millions of public schoolchildren to months of substandard distance learning.

			Democrats preach about the gaps between rich and poor. They know a bit about that. Their leaders are as guilty as anyone. Newsom’s children were receiving in-person instruction at their private school. Conveniently, private schools, where the ruling liberal elite educates their children, were exempt from the rules that denied public schoolchildren the same access. An outraged populace was turning against the governor and Sacramento. Protests over arbitrary and draconian COVID restrictions and closures grew and intensified. The recall movement gained momentum.

			Against this backdrop, Heatlie and Netter came to see me. They convinced me their effort could bear fruit and begged me to help jumpstart the recall. In September, I donated $50,000 to help pay for their legal counsel to gain an extension of time to gather the required one and a half million signatures. On September 22, 2020, nail salons reopened while schools and churches remained closed.

			Things brightened in October. Counties moved up or down a complicated colored tier system based on multiple factors. In October, cases, hospitalizations, and deaths began to decrease. Businesses in some counties began a phased reopening. The recall petition was stuck in first gear while the governor’s aggressive mitigation policy seemed to pay dividends. Then came the infamous French Laundry incident.

			Newsom attended a fundraising dinner on November 6, 2020, for his close friend and lobbyist Jason Kinney at The French Laundry, an exclusive restaurant in the Napa Valley that ranks among the world’s most expensive. It’s a place you need to make a reservation six months to a year ahead of time. Newsom and his wife dined with top lobbyists from the California Medical Association (CMA). Twelve diners from six different households sat maskless and feasted on $350-per-person nine-course dinners. That’s not counting the $12,000 tab for the wine.

			Newsom and his fat-cat lobbyist cronies were breaking the pandemic safety rules and guidelines they had mandated and touted. The CMA had funded an ad touting the benefits of wearing masks. Yet two of their top executives felt they were above the rules and ignored their own messaging.

			Discovered and outed, Newsom claimed, “It was an outdoor restaurant.” Published photos exposed the governor’s statement as a lie. Newsom apologized, stating, “The spirit of what I’m preaching all the time was contradicted.” It was far more than the “spirit” of what he preached that he violated. He violated the public trust. Only a month before, the governor’s office tweeted, “Going out to eat with members of your household this weekend? Don’t forget to keep your mask on in
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