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			Preface

			Before I became the fortunate founder of Varsity Spirit (in this book to be referred to as simply “Varsity”), the largest cheerleading-focused organization in the world, I was a member of a regular middle-class American family. That middle class has built the greatest economy in the history of the world. Starting with the Greatest Generation, the GIs who returned from war to go to work and build families and careers, it has been the large and thriving middle class that gave the United States an advantage over other countries.

			No matter where my blessed life has taken me, I have never lost track of the importance and the need for our nation having a thriving middle class. If we lose it, we are going to lose our edge, our sense of connectedness, and our sense of patriotism. That’s what happens when people don’t feel like they’re being treated fairly, and when they don’t feel like they have opportunity for themselves and their family.

			That is why I made the decision to get involved in the world of political and economic ideas and try to make a difference. I wanted to bring the skills that I had acquired as a businessperson who has been blessed to have achieved a good deal of success over a career spanning more than four decades into the fight to restore and revitalize the American middle class. 

			I am approaching this new phase in my life the same way we approached things at Varsity—with a heart and a fist. That approach served us well from the time we started literally as a group of twenty-something friends and all the way through a run where we experienced 44 out of 45 years of top-line and bottom-line growth; unheard of in the world of business.

			First, the heart. When we started, we were all friends, but I had to be the leader. It is a difficult thing to be leading your friends. To pull it off, we created this incredibly special atmosphere that was almost egalitarian in nature. Ultimately, we came to define it as working with empathy, compassion, and kindness. As the organization grew, these components stayed the same. That was from our heart. We applied those three elements to our employees and to all our customers, virtually all of whom were young people in search of a positive life experience through cheer.

			That was the pleasant side. Then came the fist. We knew that as a young organization in an industry with established larger players, we were going to have competitors gunning for us. Every new entrant into every business sector does. We knew we wouldn’t grow and succeed by playing soft and easy. We were going to have to throw elbows. We needed to form a fist.

			Over the years, Varsity came to be loved by its employees and its participants, and it came to be known and respected in a very healthy way by industry competitors. We did what we had to do to get things done. Always ethically, never timidly.

			That is the kind of approach that is needed today when it comes to restoring America’s middle class. Over the course of many decades, the middle class has been often talked about and promised to, but typically taken for granted. Whether it comes to paying the price for skyrocketing health care costs, declining educational quality, taking care of those entering our country illegally, or sending their children off to fight in endless foreign wars, the middle class is always left holding the bill whenever the politicians are overpromising and underdelivering.

			I have been working with young people for over 40 years. While the entrepreneurial spirit among young people hasn’t disappeared, the challenges have become increasingly insurmountable, to the point that they threaten to crush that drive. I really am concerned that that opportunity I had growing up in a middle-class family will not be as available to this generation. That’s the real reason I wanted to get involved. I want to help all those young people who have helped me have a chance to live the most extraordinary life. I have lived the American dream. Everyone deserves that chance.

			With that sentiment in mind, I asked myself: How do I help young people? How can I make sure that they do have these opportunities? How can I return to them what they have given me? How can I return that support to them? My answer was to launch a new organization, American Populists, and work on promoting policy ideas that benefit middle-class health and expansion. A year-plus into the endeavor, I have learned a few things.

			First and foremost, I have come to understand just how deeply political corruption runs in our country—in both parties and at all levels of government. It isn’t as though I were some naïf, who thought the world was all sunshine and roses; it’s just that I always thought that the stories of political corruption had to be somewhat exaggerated. They are not. If anything, they are understated and the American middle class pays the price. 

			The other thing I learned was a real clarifying point for me. Like so many people who identify themselves as “conservative,” and who make their living in business, I had thought from the time I was young that the classic American political battle was between the bad guys—government—on one side and the good guys—business—on the other. I was wrong. The real battle is between big business and big government fighting against poor and middle-class Americans. I had had it all wrong.

			We all know the term “crony capitalism,” where the big business guys crawl into bed with the government and special-interest groups in order to game the system and take advantage of honest citizens playing it straight and just trying to make a living. Crony capitalism gives real capitalism a bad name. Real capitalism has produced the greatest nation in history. Crony capitalism has produced division and inequality within that nation. It is really important that people not think that capitalism and crony capitalism are the same thing, or that one necessitates the other. That leads to socialism. If you want to destroy the middle class, that’s the surest way to do it.

			Another thing that disturbs me is how polarized our country has become, not just in terms of political views but in terms of wealth. It is true that the gap between rich and poor has grown. That gap gets created when the middle class is damaged by oppressive government policies and cannot maintain its size and its health.

			The importance of the middle class is far from new; it dates back to the Ancient Greeks and Aristotle. He was the first to identify the importance of a middle class and its stabilizing impact on society. He noted that the middle class were the only ones who didn’t want to either oppress the poor or tear down the rich. Like Goldilocks might suggest, the middle class was just right. 

			This book will address the issues and topics that my organization, American Populists, has been created to address. It is my way to plant a flag on each issue and let people know what I think and why, based upon the relevant facts. Each chapter is broken down into three sections: What’s My Take; The Challenges We Face; and Ideas in Support of the Middle Class. Hopefully, that works well to separate fact from opinion and gives you some pause points as you join the journey with me.

			I offer a few ideas that might seem a bit radical, including the creation of two new governmental functions. This might seem odd coming from a guy who generally favors less government, but I feel both are necessary. The two proposed entrants are in the areas of citizen communications and internal affairs. Where these functions are actually housed is open for discussion, but the need for them is not.

			Free markets work best with information. One of the things I discovered in writing this book is just how bad a job our federal government does in terms of getting information to American citizens in a clear and timely manner. Whether it is information on spending, the Defense Department, education, health care, or energy, Americans find themselves relying on independent organizations trying to assemble data on their own and “discover” what is really going on. This is unacceptable, and it makes it impossible for Americans to hold the government accountable.

			Regarding internal affairs, just as with the local police department, government corruption has gotten so bad that we need an independent section dedicated to nothing but investigating. It needs teeth, and it needs to be able to bite anywhere it sees fit. This includes our elected leaders, many of whom are the most corrupt of all as events over the past three years have shown with the activities designed to target members of the Trump Administration and the President himself.

			I use the concept of treating American citizens like “shareholders” of a large corporation, members of Congress as the Board of Directors, and the Executive Branch as the management team. While I am not the first to use this concept, you can expect to see and hear it a lot from me and American Populists as we move forward.

			Finally, I launched American Populists before the COVID-19 outbreak. I started writing this book right in the middle of it. You will find references to it throughout, but I did not want to make the book be too slanted toward it. All of the problems existed before COVID-19 and will exist as the disease subsides. I do recognize its impact and will have a bit more to say in the Afterword of the book.

			So grab a beer or a coffee and join me on my journey through the defining issues as I see them impacting middle-class America today. I will try to approach each of them the same way we have approached every business day since we started Varsity—with a combination of courage, determination, and kindness.





			Part I

			Protecting Our Freedoms

			In the first part of the book, I am going to address five key areas upon which all the other areas of the book rest. In order for us to have fair tax policies, responsible energy development, a sensible fiscal policy, and any other necessary reform, we first have to be safe. This part could just as easily be named Keeping Us Safe.

			What’s required? We need our political leaders to abide by the highest ethical standards (either willingly or reluctantly). We need the men and women in our armed forces to be deployed into battle only when necessary to protect their lives and to make sure that future generations of Americans will remain willing to voluntarily serve. We also need a Defense Department that stays on its toes and never becomes so weighed down with waste and bureaucracy that it can’t adequately support our troops.

			Finally, we need to stop letting the outside world inflict harm upon us internally. We must have a sensible way to address our immigration crisis, and we must make sure we make the safety and benefit of the nation-state of the United States of America the top priority in every international decision.

			The coronavirus has awakened us all to the fact that we are not surrounded by a safe and friendly world. Bad things happen. They happen here and they happen elsewhere. To the extent we put focus on protecting our country and protecting our freedoms we will always find ourselves better equipped to fight all enemies—seen or unseen.





 

			Chapter 1

			Ending Political Corruption

			What’s My Take

			When I was a senior at the University of Oklahoma, I had the occasion to take a directive study course in criminology. Much like a graduate thesis, I was required to choose a topic for research, create a hypothesis, and present my proposed method for fact-gathering. My approved topic? Examining the prison system in the state of Oklahoma.

			For my research, I spent time in actual prison settings. I interviewed wardens, guards, and even inmates. I walked away from that project with two distinct takeaways. The first was a good grade. The second was a clear personal “conviction” that I was never going to let myself go to jail for anything or anybody.

			I brought that commitment to obeying the law into my professional life, where it shaped not only my personal ethics but also the corporate culture of Varsity. Anyone who has ever worked for Varsity knows that we do not cut corners and we don’t ever violate any applicable laws. Most important, whether something is “technically” legal is not our only criterion. We also ask, “Is this the right thing to do?” We are guided by both black-letter law and by the law that lives inside us.

			The elected and nonelected members of our federal government seem to have lost their way with regard to following the letter of the law and the spirit of the law. There is a ruling class mentality that permeates both the halls of Congress and the cubicles of our bureaucracies. The idea of “public servant” has been transformed into servant to self and special interests. Concerns over profit, power, privilege, and prestige have supplanted concerns over what is best for middle-class citizens.

			I am not naive. Political corruption is as old as politics itself. There is nothing that is twenty-first century about people in power seeking personal gain while exploiting others. What is special about our case is that our Founding Fathers recognized the problem and attempted to structurally address it within the Constitution. After 200-plus years, people in government have found workarounds.

			We were formed as a federal republic designed to have a decentralized and fragmented government. That structure was chosen to lessen the deleterious effects of consolidated power. By allowing state and local governments, closer to the people, to have decision-making authority, our Founders hoped that elected and employed members of government would be more responsive and held more accountable.

			Simply put, we have strayed from that model. Over time, we have shifted the balance of power away from local and state governments to the federal level. This concentration of power has attracted lots of money and nefarious players, both domestic and foreign, into the Beltway. The result is a corrupted system that has universal reach. What happens in Vegas might stay in Vegas, but what happens in Washington gets transmitted everywhere.

			How this happened has an interesting history, which includes the expansion of the Commerce Clause, the creation of a central bank, allowing the federal government to tax income, and the twin towers of the New Deal and the Great Society programs. That history is beyond the scope of this book. The present and the future are my focus.

			I want our government leaders to follow the model for behavior we have at Varsity. I want them not just to ask, “Is it legal?” I want them to ask, “Is it right?”

			The Challenges We Face

			Political corruption is like a hologram. Turn it one way and you see the influence bought by foreign and domestic lobbying interests. Turn it another way and it reveals the contempt that comes with incumbency and job security. A final turn shows our elected leaders either exempting themselves from laws outright, or simply disregarding laws without threat of punishment.

			Not a very pretty picture. Let me give you a closer look so you can better understand the problems.

			Lobbying and influence peddling are big business. “It’s always about money.” “Money is the root of all evil.” “Whatever the question is, the answer is money.” “Want answers? Follow the money.” We have a host of idiomatic expressions centered around the connection between dollars and behavior. Nowhere do those expressions better apply than they do in and around Washington D.C.

			According to the U.S. Census Bureau data released in December 2019, nine of the twenty richest counties in the United States are part of the D.C. suburbs. The top two on the list are Loudoun County, Virginia, with a median household income of $140,382, and Falls Church City (counted as a county because it is an independent city) with $137,551 for the same measure. The only other areas of the country that had multiple ranked counties were New York City and the San Francisco Bay Area, which is associated with Silicon Valley.

			I wonder if our Founders would have imagined that the greatest concentration of wealth would one day be found around the seat of government instead of the seat of private enterprise?

			This household wealth is directly traceable to money that is spent in Washington D.C. in an attempt to influence politicians and buy their votes. According to Statista.com, total reported lobbying spending in the United States rose from $1.45 billion in 1998 to $3.46 billion in 2019. In constant dollars, this represents a 63% increase!  

			I use the word “reported” above because it is difficult to truly keep track of what is being spent—especially when it comes to foreign money. In 1938, Congress passed the Foreign Agents Registration Act (FARA) in an effort to limit foreign influence. FARA requires all foreign agents, defined as anyone performing services on behalf of “foreign governments, political parties, other entities, or individuals outside the United States,” to register with the DOJ and provide full disclosure of their work. Sound good? It would be, but it’s not that simple.

			In 1995, Congress passed the Lobbying Disclosure Act (LDA), which created what is called a “commercial exemption,” effectively allowing foreign governments to engage lobbying firms without having to provide the detailed disclosure information required under FARA. LDA created a legalized method for laundering foreign money.

			According to OpenSecrets.org, foreign lobbying interests spent over $530 million during an 18-month period between January 1, 2017, and the end of June 2018. Out of every $10 spent, $3 were coming from an East Asian country, with South Korea leading the way. Again, this is just the money we know is being spent through reporting. 

			Lobbying isn’t just a foreign problem. Forbes reported that over a four-year period (2014 to 2017), Fortune 100 companies spent $2 billion lobbying Capitol Hill and received $3.2 billion in federal grants and $393 billion in federal contracts. It gets worse: In FY 2018, the top 10 Fortune 100 spent $325 million in lobbying and received $338 billion in federal contracts and grants. That’s a return of 1,000:1! Varsity never did that well.

			You can’t have $3 million spent per Congressman over a four-year period and not believe that it is corrupting the system. Follow the money? You don’t need to drive far beyond the D.C suburbs.

			Incumbency and entrenched bureaucrats are part of the problem. As recently as the 2018 midterm elections, we have seen control of the House flip from Republicans to Democrats. In 2010, we saw the exact opposite happen. Such shifts must indicate that we don’t have any problem with “refreshing” our elected leaders, right? The truth is that we do, and a look at historical reelection rates proves it.

			According to data compiled by OpenSecrets.org, since 1964 over 80% of members of the House seeking reelection have succeeded. Senators have not fared quite so well over the same period, but still have had their reelection rate fall below 70% only three times since 1964 and those were in three consecutive elections (1976, 1978, and 1980, when Watergate first led to a major voter revolt, which was then followed by a revolt again their own revolt in 1980 as part of the Reagan landslide). 

			You could think that those reelection rates indicate that everything is working and that voters are happy with their leaders. The problem with that theory is exposed when you look at Gallup Poll numbers for voter satisfaction with Congress. Between 1974 and 2020, Gallup has routinely shown Congress to have a voter approval rating substantially below 50%. In fact, it has even been as low as 9% with no dramatic change in incumbent reelection rates. What gives?

			The Republican and Democrat Parties have such a stranglehold on the money and the process of running for office that it becomes very difficult for good people to try to enter the political arena without significant financial backing and party approval. If you are an incumbent, you are already a member of the system, making it less likely you will be challenged and that voters will have a choice. Voters vote at least as much out of resignation as they do enthusiasm. How often have you found yourself voting for the “lesser of two evils”?  

			Our elected leaders become permanent office holders and can then use that office to accumulate power. With that power comes the profit, privilege, and prestige they enjoy at the expense of everyday Americans.

			It isn’t just the elected members of government that live with an aura of being untouchable. Over the past few years, every American has become familiar with the term “Deep State.” It is typically used in a conspiratorial sense to describe permanent government employees who conspire against the President. Properly understood, the Deep State really refers to a group of employees who are almost impossible to fire and who are not at all responsive to their employer, the American people.

			The Heritage Foundation has done extensive work in examining the difficulty in firing federal employees. In a 2018 published article on the subject, they noted:

			Holding federal employees accountable is essentially impossible. They have the highest job security of any sector of the economy. In fact, out of a federal non-military workforce of 2.1 million, only 11,046 persons—or 0.5%—were fired in 2017.

			Anybody who has had to deal with a federal government office would agree that the number ought to be a bit higher than .5%. Why can’t we make federal employees more accountable to their citizen employers?

			The answer is that many federal employees are unionized and the process to fire them is difficult. There are several unions that represent federal workers including the National Federation of Federal Employees (NFFE) and the American Federation of Government Employees (AFGE). Any private sector employer can tell you how difficult it is to discharge an employee who is a union member. In the public sector, the process becomes more difficult because the employer does not have the same profit-and-loss incentive to get the right person into the job. Once you are in, you are in to stay, often regardless of performance.

			The Merit Act of 2018, which has stalled in Congress, was designed to streamline and make easier the process for getting rid of federal employees who are not doing their jobs. It’s passage would be a positive step toward creating a more responsive federal workforce. What is truly needed is the removal of employee unions from the federal workplace. Public sector employees are meant to be public servants. That means when they take the job, they are supposed to answer to a higher calling. There are plenty of great benefits for government workers. Collective bargaining doesn’t have to be one of them.

			The problem with an entrenched bureaucracy doesn’t end with their not being able to be held accountable for their work performance. Lobbyists spend time courting the members of the Deep State just like they do our elected Congresspeople. Why? After all, bureaucrats don’t vote on laws. That’s true, but they do write most of what ends up becoming the law. Bureaucrats take the laws passed by Congress and codify them with regulations and interpretations. It is in those regulations where the devil of big government hides its details. It is also where lobbying special interests carve out preferences and protections.

			In 1984, there was an incredibly important Supreme Court case about which few people are aware or understand. In Chevron USA, Inc. v. Natural Resources Defense Council, Inc., the Court created what has come to be called the principle of “Chevron Deference.” In simple terms, the principle says that federal employees shall be given the benefit of the doubt as to how they decide to interpret and apply federal regulations. This arguably made federal bureaucrats the most powerful group of employees in the world. It also meant they were up for sale to lobbying interests who seek to influence the rules and their interpretations.

			The irresistible force of Congress and the immovable object of the bureaucracy act like waves in a confined space; they are either colliding with great force or moving powerfully in opposite directions. Either way, they are almost always moving in an oppositional manner to the interests of their employers, American citizens and especially the American middle class.

			Nobody should be above the law (but they often are). In 1995, the Congressional Accountability Act (CAA) became law and applied many of the existing civil rights, labor, and workplace safety statutes to the legislative branch. Prior to that time, Congress routinely would exempt themselves from the laws they made to impact the rest of us. The CAA was a positive step.

			CAA notwithstanding, there are still several areas of the law where Congress has exempted itself. These are all areas that private business has to address and these all involve costs that private business has to cover. Congress’s exemptions include:

			
					Freedom of Information Act

					Investigatory subpoenas to obtain information for health and safety probes

					Protections against retaliation for whistleblowers

					Having to post notices of worker’s rights in their offices

					Prosecution for retaliating against employees who report health or safety hazards

					Having to train employees on workplace rights and remedies

					Record-keeping requirements for workplace injuries

			

			In addition to that list, Congress also found a way to exclude itself from key provisions of Obamacare even though they are specifically included within Obamacare! How did they manage that? According to the Washington Examiner, they got the Obama Administration to give them special exemptions to participate in the local D.C. health exchanges (prohibited for employers with more than 50 employees) and to have up to $12,000 in contributions made toward their premiums by the Federal Employee’s Health Benefits Program (FEHBP). This is an especially offensive type of corruption where a Congressperson can look at a voter and say, “Of course, I have to participate in Obamacare just like you,” while they are simultaneously circumventing the system. They might as well just say, “Let the American middle class eat cake.”

			These examples involving exemptions from law are black and white. The other kind of exemption enjoyed by people in the federal government is the “free pass” they seem to receive from prosecution for acts that are plainly visible to the public, but seemingly ignored by law enforcement. The federal government has numerous mechanisms within it designed to “self-police.” Some have real authority, and some don’t. All of them seem to be beholden to the system and fail to act independently and courageously.

			Within just the past several years, we have seen Hillary Clinton, James Comey, and even Joe Biden admit to things that would have anyone outside government charged with a crime, if not actually sent to jail. They, along with numerous others, have so far escaped any attempted punishment even while hiding in plain sight. When it comes to corruption, if you are untouchable, you are unstoppable.

			This problem of being above the law is bad enough and significant enough when we look at people within government. It becomes many times greater when we look how our federal officials use their positions of office to benefit their friends and family members. This entire system of corruption must be dismantled.

			To do that, we must act holistically. In some respect, this is the most important chapter in this book. None of the solutions I propose for any area will be able to take hold without ethical members of government willing to courageously act. 

			Ideas to Benefit the Middle Class.

			Here are some steps we can take to help control corruption and infuse accountability into Washington:

			
					Pass a constitutional amendment to limit the terms of our elected Congresspeople. The 22nd Amendment set a two-term limit for the President. The idea that what’s required for the Executive Branch is unnecessary for the Legislative is not intellectually defensible. Entrenchment is bad; refreshment is good.

					Equally important is the need to make nonelected federal government employees accountable to their employers, meaning the people. We need to:
	As an immediate step, pass the Merit Act, making it easier to discharge civil service employees.

	Move toward a permanent solution of decertifying the AFGE, the NFFE, and all unions that represent federal workers. All government employees must become at-will. Even the champion of the American labor movement, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, recognized the danger in allowing workers tasked with representing the citizens to be able to collectively bargain.





					We need to repeal the LDA of 1995 and remove all loopholes that allow foreign governments to conceal their lobbying efforts. FARA needs to be strengthened to enhance line-item detail reporting requirements and to document all sources of funds from origin to destination. 

					Create an internal affairs division with the power to initiate investigations against elected and nonelected members of government. This division would operate in a manner similar to the internal affairs department in a municipal police force, but with broader discretion. The group must have full authority to issue subpoenas, seek search warrants, and order pursuing criminal prosecution when appropriate.

					Establish an independent panel of business leaders from privately owned companies, to review all major awarded government contracts. The panel would report to the head of internal affairs.

					Have Congress pass legislation that significantly limits the power of nonelected bureaucrats to write and interpret regulatory rules. This would remove the protection of the “Chevron Deference” and make nonelected bureaucrats less attractive to lobbyists.

					Ask all candidates running for elected office to take a pledge not to accept money from foreign lobbying interests.

			

			Each of these proposals is geared toward taking away the incentives for the people in the federal government to serve themselves instead of serving the public. Some of the measures are easier than others. All are necessary to revitalize the American middle class.
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