
Bush may speak at Fort Bragg next week
The word on the street is that

President Bush will visit Fort Bragg
on Tuesday to give a speech at the
sprawling Army base.

The presidential visit comes as
there has been growing concern

about the course
of the war in Iraq,
including from
some Republicans
such as U.S. Rep.
Walter Jones of
Farmville.

No details were
available Thurs-
day, and the White
House would not

confirm the trip.
This would be Bush’s first visit to

North Carolina since the president
came to Raleigh in February to push
his ideas to change the Social Secu-
rity program.

Tar Heels’ interests
A new statewide survey indicates

that North Carolinians not only are
losing faith in government, they have

little idea who carries out much of
the public’s business.

The survey commissioned by the
N.C. Center for Voter Education
found that 77 percent of respondents
think the cost of running for public
office keeps many qualified people
from running. It also found that 57
percent of respondents think that
campaign contributions greatly in-
fluence elected leaders.

But many respondents had little
idea who was the state’s attorney
general (Roy Cooper), state trea-
surer (Richard Moore), or state au-
ditor (Les Merritt). Two percent
knew who Merritt was, while 26
percent knew that Roy Williams is
UNC-Chapel Hill’s men’s basket-
ball coach.

Chris Heagarty, the center’s ex-
ecutive director, said the survey
shows that there is public support
for public financing of campaigns.
The center and many lawmakers
in the House and Senate are sup-
porting legislation that would ex-
tend public financing to several
Council of State races, except for

the offices of governor and lieu-
tenant governor.

The public “would rather have a
candidate that is accountable to tax-
payers, rather than one who is ac-
countable to special interests,” Hea-
garty said.

Last year marked the first use of
public financing for statewide elec-
tions for North Carolina judges.

Butterfield to Gitmo
U.S. Rep. G. K. Butterfield, a De-

mocrat from Wilson, will join fellow
House Armed Services Committee
members on a one-day tour of the
U.S. prison at Guantanamo Bay,
Cuba on Saturday.

“With all the controversy swirling
around the treatment of prisoners in
Cuba, this is an opportunity to gain
some first-hand perspective,” But-
terfield said.

Edwards on tour
Former U.S. Sen. John Edwards

will conduct a three-day fly around

next week to promote ballot initia-
tives to raise the minimum wage in
Arizona, New Mexico, Michigan
and Ohio.

Edwards, who recently moved
back to Raleigh, will join the Asso-
ciation of Community Organiza-
tions for Reform Now (ACORN)
as well as elected officials, labor
leaders and community ac-
tivists for a series of ral-
lies, coalition meetings
and other events in
P h o e n i x ;  A l b u -
querque, N.M.; Lans-
ing, Mich.; Cleveland
and Columbus, Ohio.

Edwards, the De-
mocratic vice presiden-
tial nominee last year, has
been traveling the country in
what many believe is a prelude to
a 2008 candidacy for president.

By staff writers Rob Christensen, 
Dan Kane and Lynn Bonner. Christensen

can be reached at 829-4532 
or robc@newsobserver.com.
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DID YOU KNOW? North Carolina has 1,500 lakes 10
acres or more in size and 37,000 miles of fresh water
streams. 
http://www.visitnc.com/about_quick_facts.asp

TO REACH US: Capitol & State editor Bill Krueger,
(919) 829-4522, bkrueger@newsobserver.com.
Capitol & State assistant editor Stephen Merelman,
(919) 829-8950, merelman@newsobserver.com.Capitol&N.C.
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BY DAN KANE
STAFF WRITER

State Senate and House lead-
ers are fighting over a tax cut for
the state’s highest earners, and
the battle could cost them $413
million in revenues both groups
say they need to pay for education,
health care and other services.

The $413 million comes from a
temporary half-penny sales tax
that is scheduled to expire June
30, the end of the fiscal year. The
Senate and House leaders have
introduced stopgap spending mea-
sures that would extend the tax
and keep government running for
another 30 days if they cannot
pass a budget by then.

But the Senate wants to phase out
a temporary half-percentage point
tax on those high earners’ income,
while the House’s stopgap measure
would keep the increase in place an-
other two years. It alone would bring
in an additional $40 million.

The House approved its plan
two weeks ago, while the Senate
has scheduled the first vote on its
stopgap measure for Monday,
leaving little time for lawmakers
to work out their differences be-
fore the end of the fiscal year.

Rep. Paul Luebke, a Durham
Democrat and a Finance Com-
mittee co-chairman, said the Sen-
ate should have started the de-
bate much sooner.

“They’ve chosen to ignore that
only the bill we sent them could
gain 61 votes in the House,” Lue-
bke said. “You could draw your
own conclusions as to who’s de-
cided to play the game of chicken.”

House Speaker Jim Black, a Meck-
lenburg County Democrat, has said
that both tax increases should be ex-
tended because House Democrats
think it’s unfair to cut taxes for fam-
ilies making $200,000 or more, as
the Senate has proposed, while the
half-cent sales tax increase remains
on the books. The sales tax is the
same no matter how much people
make, so it takes a bigger bite from
those who make less money.

Senate leaders say cutting the
income tax would make the state

more attractive to businesses.
Both stopgap spending mea-

sures would freeze spending at
current levels for 30 days past the
start of the fiscal year if no bud-
get is in place. 

House and Senate budget writ-
ers are still attempting to get a
roughly $17 billion budget out in
time for a vote next week, but
they were not sounding optimistic
on Thursday.

“It is my hope that we finish
the budget sooner than later, but
we want to do a good job,” said
state Sen. Linda Garrou, a Win-
ston-Salem Democrat.

Staff writer Dan Kane 
can be reached at 829-4861 

or dkane@newsobserver.com.

DAYS BEFORE THE
FISCAL YEAR ENDS
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WHAT HAPPENED: State Senate

leaders on Thursday introduced a stop-
gap spending measure to keep govern-
ment running 30 days past the end of
the fiscal year. It would make permanent
a half-cent sales tax increase first
adopted in 2001, but it does not include
an extension of a half-percentage point
increase in the income tax that House
leaders support.

WHAT’S AT STAKE: $413 million that
the half-cent sales tax would bring in
next fiscal year. That tax expires July 1
if lawmakers don’t extend it.

WHAT’S NEXT: The Senate won’t
vote on the bill until Monday, which
leaves little time for a compromise.
Since the bill raises taxes, it requires two
votes over two days in the Senate, fol-
lowed by two votes over two days in
the House. That adds up to four days
needed to approve the legislation, the
same amount of time left before the
end of the fiscal year on June 30. But if
the House rejects the bill, the legislature
would only have two days left to ap-
prove a compromise bill.

RELIEF FROM THE HEAT

Sierra Kelly, 8, of Columbus, Ohio, cools off by riding waves on her boogie board while vacationing with her family at
Wrightsville Beach on Wednesday. In the Triangle, temperatures are expected to reach 90 degrees again today.
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BY ROB CHRISTENSEN
STAFF WRITER

Both of North Carolina’s sena-
tors support a constitutional
amendment that would give Con-
gress the power to prohibit the
desecration of the American flag.

The amendment passed the
House on Wednesday, but in the
past it has failed in the Senate.
Sixty-seven votes, a two-thirds ma-
jority, is needed in the Senate to ap-
prove a constitutional amendment.

U.S. Sens. Elizabeth Dole and
Richard Burr, both Republicans,
are co-sponsors of the amendment.

“I am strong supporter of up-
holding the freedoms that we hold
dear, as well as the symbols of these
freedoms,” Dole said in a statement.
“I believe a constitutional amend-

ment banning flag desecration cur-
tails offensive conduct and in no
way regulates free speech or violates
First Amendment rights.

“Legal protection of the flag
prohibits physically destroying
our flag in hostile, even violent
demonstrations, but it does not in-
fringe on our freedom of speech.”

Burr believes that desecration of
the flag is “a denouncement of
the spirit and principles on which
the country has been founded,”
said Doug Heye, the senator’s
spokesman. Burr voted for the
flag amendment when he served
in the U.S. House.

Staff writer Rob Christensen 
can be reached at 829-4532 
or robc@newsobserver.com.

BY TODD SILBERMAN
STAFF WRITER

A Washington-based education
group is again criticizing North
Carolina and other states for re-
porting inflated high school grad-
uation rates. State school leaders
say they’re solving the problem
with better record keeping.

For the second time in two
years, The Education Trust has
issued a study of the graduation
rates that states report to the
U.S. Department of Education
under the federal No Child Left
Behind Act. And for the second
time, North Carolina is singled
out for reporting a rate that does-
n’t square with data found in
other, independent studies.

North Carolina said that its
graduation rate for the 2002-03
year was 97 percent, the highest

of any state in the nation. But in
its study issued Thursday, The
Education Trust also said that
North Carolina showed the great-
est discrepancy with a widely
cited graduation rate calculated
by the Urban Institute, which
said only about 64 percent of the
state’s high school students grad-
uate in four years.

The problem is a matter of de-
finition. The Education Trust,
an advocacy group for poor and
minority students, says that all
states should be expected to re-
port the percentage of 9th
graders who receive a diploma
four years later.

“If we want high schools that
truly serve all students and pre-
pare them for work, college and
life, we first need to know how
many students are leaving school

altogether,” the report concludes.
North Carolina education offi-

cials say they never intended to
suggest the state had solved a
dropout problem that confounds
many states. Because of the re-
porting requirements of No Child
Left Behind, they settled for a
graduation-rate definition they
could ascertain and report.

Instead of trying to determine
a four-year graduation rate,
North Carolina’s rate reflects the
percentage of high school grad-
uates who finished in four years.
Students who dropped out along
the way simply aren’t included.

Daria Hall, a policy analyst
with The Education Trust and
the author of the study, said that
was misleading. “What kind of
standard is that?” she asked.
“How can we hold states ac-

countable if that’s the definition?”
North Carolina officials say

they’ve always been candid about
the rate they’ve used and that it
was only intended as a tempo-
rary provision until schools could
improve their record keeping.

“This is what we’ve had the ca-
pacity to calculate,” said Janice
Davis, deputy state superinten-
dent.

Instead of changing to an ap-
proach that would estimate the
four-year rate, she said, educa-
tion leaders have opted to hold off
until 2006.

“We’d rather wait another year
to have accurate information,”
she said. 

Staff writer Todd Silberman 
can be reached at 829-4531 
or todds@newsobserver.com.

N.C. senators support
flag amendment

House, Senate
spar over tax cut
Leaders have little time to make deal

BY SARAH NELL DAVIDSON
STAFF WRITER

No embryos or ethical dilem-
mas — just promising results.

Researchers at Wake Forest
University are at the front of a
wave of stem cell success.  And
unlike the stem cells that have
been such a political hot potato,
these are isolated from plain old
skin.

Dr. Antonio Atala, director of
the university’s Institute for Re-
generative Medicine, and his re-
search team say they can now
use skin cells to create stem cells.

The researchers isolated cells
from the foreskin of males, ages

4 to 24. Then, over three years,
they were able to coax those cells
into becoming fat, muscle and
bone cells.

The scientists say that using
skin cells is preferable to bone
marrow, which is more difficult
to obtain.

Through the stem-cell cre-
ation, patients can get thera-
peutic tissue from their own
bodies, eliminating the chance
that the new cells will be re-
jected as foreign. Although the
cells in this study were isolated
from foreskin of males, Atala
says it works just as well in other
skin tissue.

Atala and his team took their
research a step further — by
seeding the new cells into a
sponge-like scaffold, they were
able to confirm that the cells gave
rise to three dimensional, tissue-
like structures. 

“Now we need to ask: How will
these tissues look long-term?”
Atala said.

The group will continue to
look at the ability of the engi-
neered tissues to operate nor-
mally in animals as a functional
part of the body.

Atala is hopeful that the stem
cells will be able to help any con-
dition where tissue needs to be

added — “for example,  if you
have congenital defects where
patients are born with abnor-
malities that require tissue re-
placement or conditions due to
injury or trauma or cancer.”

Atala, who came to Winston-
Salem from Harvard early last
year, continues to develop the
technique with his team. 

Eventually, the team hopes to
be able to make these cells avail-
able commercially.

Staff writer Sarah Nell Davidson
can be reached at 812-0025

or sdavidso@newsobserver.com.

Group cites inflated graduation rates

Researchers create stem cells from foreskin

N.C. education officials say they are looking for better ways to record data

Shrimparoo and roast beef, too. 
Tuesday was a big night on the post-gavel legislative party

circuit. 
The state Democratic Party had its legislative reception/fund-

raiser at party headquarters. 
Edibles included roast beef and salmon. House
Speaker Jim Black and Senate leader Marc

Basnight served up the speeches. 
State Democrats raised $15,000, a party

spokesman said. 
The Manufacturers and Chemical Industry

Council held its 8th annual Shrimparoo the
same night. Guess what was featured on the menu. 

Legislators and staff were shuttled to council head-
quarters on buses built to look like trollies. The Democratic

fund-raiser was the big draw for the night, so legislative turnout
for the shrimp-fest, 40 to 60 lawmakers, was a bit light this year. 

The majority party and the shrimp made it tough for the
American Society of Civil Engineers North Carolina section and
its ham-and-cheese balls to make it on to legislators’ schedules.
Still, some stopped at the N.C. History Museum for the engi-
neers’ reception. 

POLITICAL PARTIES
A weekly look at the wining and dining of state legislators
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