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Simon Bronner, Ph.D. (SB): My name is Simon Bronner. I’m with the Oral History
Project for the House of Representatives. I’m here with former Representative Allen G.
Kukovich, who served the 56™ District of Westmoreland County from 1977-1996.

Welcome.

The Honorable Allen Kukovich (AK): Good to be here.

SB: | want to start by asking you about your early life and its impact on your later

political career.

AK: I was born in a small log cabin. (laugh) No, I actually wasn’t very political in terms
of having an interest. When | started college—in a way | was fortunate—I started college
in the mid [19]60s and experienced a little of the “boolah-boolah” period. But, there was
also the time of the escalation of the Vietnam War [1959-1975] and the Civil Rights
Movement [1954-1980]. And some of my last years in college were steeped in that kind
of politics, whether it was anti-war or whether it was the marches of Dr. Martin Luther
King. And, | guess, my two earliest, or maybe my only, political idols were Bobby
Kennedy and Martin Luther King. So, it was quite a transformation from somebody who
was more concerned about sports and partying to the time when | was about 19 and 20; |
became very politicized. And I think, I suppose where | was, it was the times; it was a
belief and maybe an atmosphere that made a lot of us believe in those days that one
person standing up for what’s right could make changes that mattered. And it was very

empowering. And | went to college at Kent State and ironically had graduated shortly



before the killings, which transpired on May 4, 1970. That was a galvanizing influence
on me. | had been doing my basic training and had been done with that and had come
back to see friends at Kent when that occurred. And it maybe was one of the prime

occurrences in my life that sort of pushed me towards a career in politics.

SB: Was it the war that you were involved in politically?

AK: Well, not so much directly. You know, | was opposed to the war and it sort-of
forced me to look at policies and the process in which things worked. But, | never
believed in any kind of militancy. You know, I believed that the democratic process
should work, and | became involved in some campaigns; tried to find people in whom |
could believe. [1] got involved with some government reform organizations that were
starting around that time, in the early [19]70s. Groups like Common Cause and
organizations like that, that weren’t real exciting and didn’t take substantive stands on
issues, but were more involved in the process of about opening government up; making it
more accountable; making it responsive. And that triggered something in me as a
response to what I thought were certain injustices that were happening in the political
system. | eventually decided after college to go to law school, and never really planned
on running. | was involved in some campaigns and, like I said, involved in some
organizations that | thought would improve government. Occasionally, involved in
candidates who I thought could make a difference. But, I didn’t think I would run. After
law school, I practiced law for about four years. [I] spent probably about half my time

working for free, representing people who couldn’t afford to pay perhaps or representing



community and citizen groups on environmental issues or a number of things like that.
And that was very rewarding, but also frustrating. There were times when you knew you
were right or knew your client or clients were right, but the way the laws were written
you just couldn’t win; things were stacked. And, that’s why I always was interested in
campaign finance reform and lobbyist disclosure and all these issues that weren’t real
sexy to the general public, but to me were the key to making serious changes in
substantive policy. And so, after about four years of practicing law, | began to think

seriously about running for office.

SB: Well, what were the circumstances with the Special Election 1977, and what

prompted you to run for that particular post?

AK: Well, the incumbent House Member [John Laudadio Sr.; State Representative,
Westmoreland County, 1963-1978] was somebody with whom | was very friendly. He
had been a legislator there for a long time. I received some notoriety for some work I’d
done on utility reform and some of those issues. And it was a hot issue back then when
the cost of coal and some things like that in the [19]70s, all of a sudden, after about 20-
some years of no cost increase, went up. And there were a lot of consumer issues and
consumer complaints. And | enjoyed sort of the reform of the structure of utility laws
and again, making things more accountable. And so, I got a chance to provide some help
to some of the legislators in the area. And I was at a point where | had planned on
perhaps running and maybe even challenging an incumbent and a guy I kind of liked.

But, | thought, well he’s had a long career there. If I don’t run now—uwhich would have



been 1978—the way my law practice was going, I probably couldn’t afford to run. And,
I’d probably feel better if I at least take a shot at it. I don’t think I had much of a chance,
frankly, but unfortunately for the incumbent, he passed away. And it was an advantage to
me because | was getting geared up and getting ready to run. So, he gave me, I think, a
head start over some other challengers who were more tied in with the local political
system and the local Democratic Party. | was still a bit of an outsider, | think, of the
Party back then, but because | was maybe a little more prepared, it gave me an advantage.

And | ended up running in a Special Election and winning.

SB: What were your impressions when you came to the House for the first time?

AK: Well, you know, you always think you know what you are getting into, but, really
you never do. Again, | thought | was prepared to be in the House because I had been a
political science major and | had some practical sense of it because | had worked with
legislators on a number of issues. [I] had been involved in organizations that were sort-of
volunteer lobbies of legislature on whether it was consumer issues or whether it was
government reform, I usually was in Harrisburg about once a month. And | saw what
was happening. Ididn’t expect to be received the way I was. It was still pretty much a
“good old boy” system back then, and | was viewed as kind of a young upstart.
Fortunately, within that time when | won a Special Election, a few younger Members got
elected and we thought of ourselves as kind of the “young turks,” although we were
considered the “young turkeys” probably more than anything else. (laugh) But, it was an

exciting time. On one hand, the fact that you’re not readily accepted as one of the group



because you’re sort of reform-minded or just not a stand up guy to stand up for the
fraternity; It was perplexing, but there was also a certain kind of excitement about it.
And eventually, after a few terms, having some of the leadership that was available back
then, folks who might be considered in some legislative circles legendary, like K. Leroy
Irvis [State Representative, Allegheny County, 1959-1988; Speaker 1977-1978, 1983-
1988] and Jim Manderino [James; State Representative, Westmoreland County, 1967-
1989; Speaker 1989]. I probably didn’t realize it initially, I know I didn’t realize it
initially, but later I came to realize how fortunate | was that these were folks who had a
real vision for what the Legislature should do and could do and used their time and
leadership in a very worthwhile way. And when you were in Harrisburg and you got up
in the morning it was exciting to come in here because you knew you were going to do
things that were meaningful. That’s probably what sort of clinched my love for the
political arena; that your life could be relevant. And that’s a very lucky thing. | think a
lot of people, no matter how smart they are, no matter what their job is, no matter what
they do, you don’t often feel that relevance that your life is as meaningful as that. And |

think it’s very lucky.

SB: Manderino represented the same county that you did. What was your relationship

then, to him in regard to both the constituents as well as to government?

AK: Well, initially it wasn’t good. He had strongly opposed me when | first ran in the
Special Election. And I considered him as one of the “old-guard” guys who, you know, |

just didn’t appreciate him. And | thought he was just in it for what he could get, okay?



But, here was a guy who was not only brilliant—and a lot of smart people get into
government and the Legislature—but, here was somebody who was very quick on his
feet. Who was an attorney who could have made a ton of money, probably as a trial
attorney, and he really kept a little bit of a law practice. He lived very modestly and |
came to appreciate him more and more. And I think, initially, he probably didn’t hold me
in the best of light. He probably viewed me as just an upstart, do-gooder. Maybe | was
more into trying to get headlines or promote myself than actually being part of a working
team, which is what a legislature should be. A lot of people might not understand that,
but I suppose it’s easy to always get re-elected and pander to your constituency by
speaking against the institution and doing certain things and being popular and getting
elected. But, you don’t often accomplish much that way. Jim Manderino was somebody
who realized with the time he had, he wanted to do some important things. And it took
me a while to learn that about him and I think that’s where we sort of came together. He
appreciated the fact that I cared about some of the same things that he did. And we ended
up working together. He sort-of took me under his wing before | even realized it. He
was never the type of person who—it wasn’t in the nature of his personality to be buddy-
buddy or have lunch together. That’s not what he did. It was about sharing ideas and
sort-of leading you in the right direction as to how to get things done. That’s probably
for somebody like me was the only way to reach me, in that regard. And I think we came

to appreciate each other a lot.

SB: Did you have mentors when you came in?



AK: I wouldn’t say that. There were a few people | knew. There was a legislator from
an adjoining county by the name of Ron Cowell [State Representative, Allegheny County
1975-1998], who | had worked with on some of the early government reform issues, the
Ethics Act and campaign finance reporting, et cetera. So, | knew him in that capacity.
Who, I think, was one of the greatest legislators in terms of knowing and understanding
the educational system: secondary and higher Ed, and later became Chair of the
Education Committee and was terrific on those issues. He was very pro-public
education. And so, to him, some extent, but, | was always pretty strong-willed and |
always had a sense that | was the only person who really had the ultimate vision. But, |

would learn things from different Members.

SB: What did you learn from Cowell?

AK: Well, I learned, I think how to be prepared and somewhat dispassionate. If you got
too passionately involved, to your colleagues you would look like either an ideologue or
a phony. I don’t know which one would play worse in terms of trying to build consensus.
I mean, that’s really what the Legislature’s about; it’s how you build consensus. It’s
whether you have the willingness to spend the time to do the homework necessary. Not
just understand an issue, but to understand your colleagues and how something that you
might care about deeply because of your upbringing or the area you represent might not
have the same impact on somebody from a very different or diverse part of the state. It’s
not politics so much as being a real human being and understanding others. And one

thing about this process that holds us back are our egos. Iam convinced that if you don’t



have a larger ego than a normal person, you’ll never run for an office. It’s how you
handle that and how you subjugate that when you need to. And how you need to share
credit and work with others and build that majority. And also realize that no matter how
wonderful your idea might be, you might not always be right. You can stand being
changed or amended. And than there’s another layer to that and that is what you need to
do or compromise, or ideas you need, to bend or actually get the votes you need; the 102
votes in the House to get it done. It’s learning that process. You can know the textbook.
You can think that you understand the process perfectly. You think you can understand
the issues perfectly. Quite frankly, that’s the easy part. The hard part is learning how to
build that consensus and how far you need to go to balance what you think needs to be

done with what can be done.

SB: Well, what were your strategies for building consensus when you were a Legislator?

AK: Well, again, it varies from issue to issue. When | first started, my issues were
government reform a lot, much more than substantive matters, et cetera. And reformin a
state like Pennsylvania, a very diverse state, vastly different Media markets and urban
regions and rural regions, the hardest thing to do is to build that consensus. And with
government reform issues, it’s really tough. And quite frankly, most of my efforts and
accomplishments in government reform happened my first year or two. Later, some of
the more complex things, I didn’t accomplish all that much. Maybe a little bit here or
there. And I think I would characterize my efforts more as a “bull in a china shop.” This

Ethics Act, and this reporting, and this; we’ve got to look clean; we’ve got to be clean. |



was right. And if it wasn’t for sort-0f a confluence of events, if it wasn’t for the
Philadelphia Inquirer got nominated—they almost won a Pulitzer Prize for about a three
week series on how corrupt the House was, et cetera., et cetera—if it wasn’t for the glare
of the media spotlight at just the right time, everything sort-of fell into place. We can
never pass the bill that we had sort of introduced, but we were able to amend a bill that
eventually became law, that nobody thought could be done. But, it was, to a great extent,
it was a matter of timing and luck. Later on, as | started to become more aware of social
needs, whether it was problems that senior citizens had or children or people with
disabilities or poverty related issues; totally different approach, totally different approach.
Based on somebody’s District, | had to do more homework. 1 couldn’t just rush ahead
and say, “I’m right; this is the moral thing.” That doesn’t get you very far. What |
learned was to figure out who my allies would be; to really plot a strategy and to also
realize when you try to create a new program to help people, it’s going to cost some
money. | always thought you could make the argument, with a lot of these things,
especially with children’s programs, if you would spend the money now on these
programs, in the long run, it will save the taxpayers money, et cetera, et cetera. That
didn’t always carry weight either, because elections are every two years and we tend to
think short term. If you don’t see the benefits of something till five, ten years out there
isn’t the immediacy, there isn’t the political immediacy to get things done. So, | had to
learn not only how to build a consensus, but how to think incrementally. Gee, if | could
get this program passed, even if there isn’t enough money to help enough people, at least
we can get a foot in the door. Then we wouldn’t have to fight over the legislation. The

only battle would be at Budget time to try to get the funding to do more. And so, | started
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thinking in those terms. In two year periods of time, which is the life span of a bill, but
more so in six, eight, ten year increments, as to how you can really get a program to the
point where it’s going to do the most good. And that’s a very different approach and

based on the issue, it was hard, but you can always get the same allies.

SB: Was that your compromise? Would you have preferred or do you think government
should do more comprehensive kinds of programs that are responsive rather than the

incremental, a little bit at a time, to solve a complex problem?

AK: Simon, it’s easy for me to sit here and say, “Oh, we should do everything now and
do it comprehensively.” And that’s not reality. And, especially in this day and age when
state budgets are always so stretched. And sometimes, | would be criticized by some of
the advocates or groups whose people | was actually helping, because they didn’t think I
was doing enough. But it was my sense; | thought my gut feeling was pretty good as to
how far I could go to actually do something to help people. If there were times when |
thought this isn’t good enough or if we do this now, it might be too hard to revisit, then I
would shut it down. I°d say forget about it. But, most of the time with a lot of these
programs it was good enough to get a foot in the door. And I’ve seen paralysis, because
of the pursuit of the perfect, pardon the alliteration, but, it might look good and look good
to the groups that you’re appealing to, we’re going to help you and if we don’t help
everybody right now, well you know that’s too bad, and then you wouldn’t get anything.
Maybe when | started and | was younger it was enough to stand on the Floor of the House

or in a Caucus or Committee and stand up for the right thing and beat your chest and lose;
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feel good about yourself for a few seconds. But, then the reality hit; that you might feel
good that you done the right thing, but who the hell did you help? Were you falling into

that trap of just sort of feeding your ego? Then it wasn’t good enough.

SB: Are you saying you became more pragmatic as time went on?

AK: Absolutely, absolutely. 1 think | became more patient. And I think when | started,
you know you start out when you’re young you don’t think your going to be in office. |
never thought I’d be in office that long. | thought I was too blunt. | thought | was, you
know, | just wouldn’t want to stay in office that long. And | realized that if | really
wanted to have an impact that whatever time | had, | had to be more patient and
pragmatic and accomplish what I could. It was a frustration. There was a reporter here
who used to refer to Pennsylvania as the “baby-step state” and I’ve used that term from
time to time as a feeling of frustration that, man, we can’t do as much, or | would see
states like Wisconsin, Minnesota, or Oregon or Connecticut do these unique things and
couldn’t do it in Pennsylvania. Sometimes it might take five years. The reason is that
those states that | just mentioned are pretty homogenous, they aren’t as diverse; it is
easier to build consensus. Pennsylvania’s like at least five different states with other
offshoots of that and to build that consensus is much more difficult. There are more far
reaching political and lobbying pressures than a lot of other states. And so, it’s an
understanding of that and adapting to that. And that’s probably the ways that I changed

in my approach in an understanding of the legislative process through the years.
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SB: How would you characterize your part of Pennsylvania that you represented?

AK: Well, in some ways it’s quite a microcosm. | mean, my county, itself, the House
District the 56", was always kind of a suburban District. There was a third class city in
it, like Jeannette. There were some small, little tiny boroughs. There were some
sprawling townships, some were still rather agricultural. Not so much today; they’ve
become suburbanized or exurbs have grown in. But, it was a moderate type of area in

terms of politics.

SB: What were the other Pennsylvania’s that you dealt with, or that you would

characterize?

AK: Well, there are two strong and large and very different urban areas; obviously,
Philadelphia in the Southeast, and Pittsburgh in the Southwest. There are a number of
major third class cities, also that had some of the similar concerns and problems of larger
cities, but were handled much differently. And then, we do have some forested and
wooded and rural areas that are just unbelievable. | mean, so vastly different from those
urban settings. And the growing areas, where the population has really spread away from
Pittsburgh into the Butler and Westmoreland Counties in the Southwest; away from
Philadelphia into the Montgomery, Bucks area in the Southeast. We’ve had population
changes that are dramatic with people from Maryland and great population growth in the
South-Central, the Lancaster, York areas. The state’s been changing. As we got more

money into highways it became easier for people from some parts of New York and New
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Jersey to move into the Lehigh Valley, and that changed the complexion of politics there.
So, the Poconos, out of all the places in Pennsylvania that changed dramatically, probably
within the last five years, the Poconos; and that has changed the politics of this state

region by region, and across the board.

SB: You’ve been quoted as saying an aspect of Pennsylvania politics is that it’s very
partisan and in relation to your concern for building consensus, how did you work with
that? Do you still agree with that characterization that you made and how did you work

with —?

AK: Yes, it’s become more partisan over the years. There’s no doubt that no matter how
strong a Democrat or Republican you are, whatever your philosophy is, in a state like
Pennsylvania, you can’t accomplish anything of real magnitude without there being some
bi-partisan cooperation. It just can’t be done. If you accept that assumption as I did, then
you have to be able to reach across the aisle. You have to be able to spend the time
understanding who in the other Party will be responsive to that particular issue. Who can
you work with? Who can you sit down and talk to in a blunt way about how you get
things done? And quite frankly, I think that used to be easier to do. I think the Party
Leaderships were more willing. | think they had more of a—when | started, I think there
was a greater sense of the obligation to govern. That sense of governance is permeated in
this place. Didn’t matter what your philosophy was. If there was a tough Budget, if there

was a difficult, substantive issue, different Parties could sit around the table whether they
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were Goldwater Republican® or a McGovern Democrat?, they would resolve that
problem. They would leave that table, and nobody who left that table would be happy
because they didn’t get exactly what they wanted, but the state would be moved ahead.
Pennsylvania would be improved, again not dramatically, but government did what it
should; it made things better. Not as dramatically for the reasons we stated before,
Simon. This is a diverse state, to build that consensus, to do something that’s good for
the urban areas and the corners might not be necessarily good for the northern tier. So,
that’s why it’s so tough in this state and frustrating to people. One of 203 House
Members can sit back in their District and a problem comes to them from their
constituency. Boy, to resolve it sometimes can be very clear. But, to take that idea to a
room with 203 people in it where, you know, you might have a Representative from
South Philadelphia where there’s a large Latino constituency, for example, and you take
somebody from a Northern tier county where there are more deer and moose than there
are people and trying to get them to agree on some tough policies is a difficult thing.
And the diversity, in a social sense, makes Pennsylvania wonderful, holds us back
politically, to a great extent. It makes it that much harder to build that kind of consensus.
I think to be an effective Legislator you have to be able not only to grasp that and not
only to be able to figure out how to work it out so you can get the support you need, you
have to be willing to put in a lot of time. And one of my criticisms of my colleagues, my
former colleagues, is that sometimes you’re a little bit too concerned about the other side
of the job. Being a Legislator to me is a bifurcated position. There’s the one you read

about in the textbooks where you’re a policy-maker and you vote in Harrisburg. The one

! Barry Goldwater [1909-1998]; Presidential candidate 1964; US Senator, Arizona 1953-1965, 1969-1987. Credited
for sparking the resurgence of the American conservative political movement in the 1960s.
2 George McGovern [1922- ]; Presidential candidate 1972; US Senator, South Dakota 1963-1981.
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that is more prevalent is the glorified errand-boy or errand-girl who takes care of
constituent services and penned up work. And more and more that starts to predominate.
And if that’s what you’re concerned about and you spend an inordinate amount of time
doing that, you can’t do the legislative job. I’ve mentioned balancing acts before and
how you frame issues and how you decide. There’s maybe, for House Members, an even
more important balancing act and that is; how you handle the constituent service side,
which is important, which is vital. But, how you also balance that to make sure you still

work on the policy on the legislative side.

SB: Well, how did you deal with your District Office and the constituent services there?

AK: Well, the folks who worked in my office usually were not very political. And they
were people, for the most part, were people who just enjoyed helping individuals. They
handled the constituent service a lot. They were usually folks that | could—I was very
fortunate. | had some people who were dedicated who worked for very little money in
those District Offices, especially back in the early days. But, for the most part just did a
terrific job. You couldn’t always make everybody happy. And I spent a lot of time—I
never had more than about three or four free weekends a year. | was always out. | was
always meeting with people. | was always trying to make sure | had a sense of what was
on an individuals mind. And often it might have diverged from my philosophy or how |
felt, but I never wanted to write somebody off just because they thought differently. And
| always thought I could learn from people who might think differently than I. But, most

of the time, it wasn’t about policy or philosophy or legislation, it was about somebody no
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matter how they felt about government, just needed some help or needed some direction.

And so, | put a lot of time into that, too.

SB: As a result of all this time and frustration that you mentioned, did you ever think of

giving it up?

AK: Oh, every two years | would go through a tremendous amount of soul searching.
You know, was | using my time to its most effectiveness? Should I be doing something
else? Yeah, | mean, | questioned myself all the time. There was one time in particular |
think in the mid [19]80s when I thought, I’m not sure it’s worth it. | pretty much made
up my mind that [ wasn’t going to run. And then a couple of things happened and
occurred that had me change my mind and I decided I’d give it a few more terms, which
is what I did. And then eventually, I did not run for re-election here and I ran for the

State Senate instead.

SB: What prompted you to run for Senate?

AK: Well, I thought I’d probably accomplished as much as I could in the State House. |
had been in Leadership. 1 had been a little disappointed that I couldn’t move the Caucus
a little bit more in terms of certain issues that | was concerned about. | lost a Leadership
race for Majority Leader and rather than go back to being Policy Chair, | decided if |
couldn’t sort-of run the show I wasn’t sure that I wanted to be part of that show. So, I

spent a couple terms just working on issues that | cared about and sort of working on my
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own and working with leaders and other colleagues to try to move my own agenda. That
was sort of a unique effort, but I did get some things done in that process. But, | decided
that | went about as far as | could. Not that the Senate was a bastion of progressive
leadership or anything. | knew what | was getting into. But, | thought that being in the
Senate and being one of 50 would give me a larger forum from which | could speak and
speak out on things that mattered to me. | also thought that instead of being one of about
seven House Members that made up my county, | would be the only Senator really who
lived in that county and represented the majority of that county. From that standpoint, |
could speak out a lot more on broader economic development issues, transportation
issues that affected a whole region. And I relished being able to do that. And, those were

some of the reason why | decided to leave the House and go to the Senate.

SB: What was the background of your run for Majority Leader and what occurred?

AK: Well, I had been elected to Policy Chair and a lot of people thought that I could
never get elected to House Leadership because | had been too involved in reform issues
or issues that some thought to be against the self-interest of House Members, et cetera.
But, I think there were enough Members that realized that | was a consensus builder. If
there were votes, for example, that could tear Legislators apart, the kind of votes where
no matter how they voted they alienated one voting block or one group or another, I had
the ability to try to find compromises, and I think that’s one of the reasons why I got
elected to Leadership in the first place. A lot of my colleagues noticed | was willing to

do that work and do that extra work to make some of the tough substantive issues a little
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easier for them. But | was, again, getting frustrated especially in the area of reform. I’d
been lucky to accomplish some reforms early in my career, but I’d shifted my interests a
lot to human services programs and getting into some healthcare issues and some
economic development issues and things like that. 1 wanted to be in a position where |
thought we could make some serious changes. There was turmoil among some of the
leaders and | became sort-of part of a slate with me running for Majority Leader. But, |
was pretty much on my own and | got caught in kind-of a crossfire between competing

groups. And I wasn’t willing to, at that point, compromise on where | stood on things.

SB: Were you surprised you didn’t have more support?

AK: No, no. | pretty much had had a sense that it was a learning experience for me. | do
think a lot of politics is being in the right place at the right time. And I don’t think that I
had really prepared myself well enough to be Majority Leader at that point. | mean, |
think 1 would have been, eventually, very good at it. But, I don’t think I articulated, to

my colleagues, well enough why it mattered. And I think that was my failing.

SB: Do you think there was a contingent that was against you or that your campaign was

not strong enough?

AK: There was no doubt that there was a contingent that was strongly opposed to me just

because they thought that 1 was somebody who might take away certain benefits or make

changes that might be harmful to them in some way.
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SB: Well, let’s talk about some of those changes. One of the first resolutions that you
were a sponsor of was to reduce the size of the Legislature [HB 2194-1978]. That did not
pass, but you did re-introduce it several times. Why was that important to you? What

was your idea behind it?

AK: The idea was that, especially initially, | just thought we weren’t very effective or
efficient. And | had a host of academic material and political science journals that show
that actually the larger the legislative body, usually the less effective it is. And | thought
the House, in particular, was way too large. | thought that there were some Members that
weren’t that good who could hide easily in that kind of large Assembly. | learned later
that there was probably another reason—and | feel it even more strongly now—more
important that the House is too big in particular and that is that, and a lot of political
science journals back up this opinion, and that is; that the larger a legislative body the
more likely a small group of leaders will have control and the rank-in-file will, in
essence, be disenfranchised. And I think that’s true. I think it’s true in the Pennsylvania
Legislature. | knew it was an issue that—there are certain issues which you know are just
not going to be popular or pass. In retrospect it might have been very dumb for me to
introduce that right away because it reinforced the idea that | was just some reformer, that
I didn’t really care about the House or the Members; | just wanted to make these changes.
But, I always thought if we did it properly, if we didn’t do it immediately, if we tied it
into a future reapportionment when District lines are drawn anyway that it’s something
that eventually could be done. But, at the very least, | thought it should be out there on

the table and not be forgotten. That’s why I continued to introduce it.
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SB: Another issue is public finance. Was that based on your own experience? Was there

another background that was part of it?

AK: Well, that I think came more from my background in government reform and
working for a volunteer group like Common Cause. That was always a big issue for that
organization. It probably meant something to me when | saw how much money Richard
Nixon [US President, 1969-1974] received from the handful of multi-millionaires and
what a big advantage that was. And | saw what happened subsequently with the
Watergate scandal®, et cetera. and the role that money played, and that’s probably what
triggered that. And I always thought that if we’re going to have a democracy that works,
we need to wean ourselves off the undo influence of big money. And so, that’s always
been an issue for me. I’ve always introduced types of campaign finance reform that calls
for more adequate and updated reporting, but more importantly starts to put limits on
contributions and forces candidates to try to raise smaller amounts of money from more
people rather than relying on large pack or individual contributions. And, I still think that

this undo influence of big money is the single most damaging thing to a true democracy.

SB: On your more than 20 years of politics, running campaigns, have the campaigns
become more expensive and if so, in your opinion, too expensive in order to run for

public office?

%1972 break-in of the Democratic National Committee headquarters at the Watergate Hotel in Washington D.C. by
members of Richard Nixon’s Administration.
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AK: It’s dramatic. | mean, when I first ran | think the most money | had ever spent on a
House race might have been about 20,000 dollars. And now, it depends on what part of
the state, but there are 500,000 dollar House races; it’s unbelievable. When | first ran for
the State Senate, which is four times the size of a House District, | spent 100,000 dollars.
My opponent spent about 250,000 dollars. Last time my opponent spent something like
1.3 million dollars. I mean, it’s just unbelievable. | can remember when there was a
gubernatorial race, Dick Thornburgh [Pennsylvania Governor, 1979-1987] and Allen
Ertel, and | think Thornburgh raised like four million dollars and every newspaper
headline were aghast. Well, now we’re into the 30/40 million dollar figure. Apart from
the argument I just made about the undo influence of money and the people who gain
access by giving big dollars, there’s another factor; if you have to spend an inordinate
amount of time making phone calls and begging for money and holding fund-raising
events, a couple things happen; you don’t have as much time to talk to regular people and
find out what’s going on in their lives and their communities, and you certainly don’t
spend much time thinking about what you should do. You know, what issues do matter?
How do you address problems? What is your role as a legislator in dealing with these
things that are major problems in people’s lives? How do you have time to do that
whenever you spend too much time thinking about making a pitch to raise money?

That’s why we need to, probably more than any other reform issue, focus on that.

SB: What was your answer to the question: what was most important to you?
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AK: I always thought | was very fortunate to be able to be an elected official. It’s just a
rare chance to use power to improve the quality of life of people. And it’s rare to actually
get—I mean, think about it; how do you get power in the world? | mean, | guess if you
have military power, if you’re a dictator, if you have great wealth and you can, you know
it’s the only way for a regular person to ever have power is through the democratic
process. It’s humbling and it’s kind of mind-boggling and it’s a very fortunate thing if
anybody has that chance. And if they do, if they have that time and that chance, you have

a moral obligation to use that power to do as much good for as many people as possible.

SB: Well, let’s talk about power in the House. You did become part of Leadership as
Policy Chairman. How would you characterize the role of Chairman and the Committee?

Did you try and change that role, and what were the outcomes?

AK: Yeah, I did. | think before me and | think after | left that position, it might have
been, I’m not sure, but [ might have been more along the lines of political than policy.
And it was getting legislators together and meeting with lobbying groups, et cetera. |
really thought that we could empower, I could empower, my colleagues—my Democratic
colleagues in particular, but—generally, the whole House with ideas. | mean, | believed
then and | believe now that ideas have power. And so, I tried to use that in the purest—
the policy position—the purest sense of the term, to try to come up with ideas on
healthcare, on housing. | mean, we had a whole laundry list, a litany, of important issues
and it was an effort to use that Policy Committee to have our colleagues champion some

of those issues. And I always thought that the strength of the Democratic Party was to be
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the Party of big ideas. And I tried to use the Policy Committee in that way, and to some

extent, | think it was successful.

SB: Are you an idealist?

AK: Yes, I am. 1do like to think that is tempered and | proved it can be tempered by

pragmatism, but, yeah. Whenever | stop being an idealist, I don’t belong in public life.

SB: Another label that shows up in many of the press clippings is describing you as a
“liberal.” How do you respond to that and is that in comparison to Pennsylvania

Conservatism, or because of an agenda that you had?

AK: (laugh) I really don’t know what that means. | suppose there are certain
benchmarks as to how you are categorized as a liberal. 1 used to joke in my later years in
the House that there were no liberals, there were just the fascists, the conservatives, and
the moderates like me; half joked. | suppose it was because | thought government should
play an activist role. And, I think the term became sort of a political tool as it has been
used you know, to—I mean, now we see moderates being attacked by certain elements of
the Republican Party. “You’re too moderate to be a Republican.” I don’t know how far
that’s going to go, but one thing I learned is that to be stereotyped with those labels, |
guess, is easy for editorial writers and political partisans. I don’t think those labels are
real helpful. 1 know there are times when there are Legislators that you might arbitrarily

categorize as conservative or liberal who can become very close allies on different things.
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And I think that’s the way it should be. And we shouldn’t allow that kind of labeling to

drive wedges between us.

SB: Did you try and resist it? Did you tell editorial writers — ?

AK: No, no. To me that seemed like, number one; that seemed like an act of cowardice,

and number two; that wasn’t going to convince anybody who was doing a labeling

anyway.

SB: Well, what about your relationship with the media over the 20 years in the House?
How did you manage that? Did you try to use them? What kind of relationship did you

have?

AK: 1 think I had a great relationship with the media, simply because | was accessible.
Sometimes I might say things that | should have thought through a little bit more that
looked like I was attacking the institution, or whatever. And | was passionately
concerned about reform. 1 was extremely frustrated about the slow pace of the legislative
process. But, I could never complain about the—I got for House Members, especially
from a non-urban setting—I got a ton of great publicity all over the state. Ironically, the
only place I didn’t get good publicity was in my hometown paper, but that’s because
there was an extreme right-wing agenda there, which later became known nationally as
having an extreme right-wing agenda. So, | had terrible press relations with my local

paper, but statewide | had very good media coverage.
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SB: Well, one place that you got a lot of coverage was, as some said, a front man for
attacking Governor Thornburgh. How do you reflect on that period and your role and the
criticisms about fund-raising in the Governor’s mansion, and the Budget and other
matters during that time? Where the press set you up in a wrestling match almost with

Thornburgh?

AK: Yeah, you know, I didn’t realize at the time, but I came to know later that no matter
what Party you are from, if the Governor’s of your Party or not, it’s usually not wise to be
real critical, especially if it’s a rank-in-file Member, because there are certain things that
you might be able to lose for your District. Whether it’s funding or, you know, some
funding for some program that’s important. Then, if you’ve been too critical of the
Governor, his Administration can find ways to punish you for that. But, to me, although |
think Dick Thornburgh is a moderate politician, he was very well organized and very
sharp. There was a kind of a mean spiritedness that just rubbed me the wrong way, and a
certain hypocrisy there that | tried to puncture. And, | guess, | was emboldened by the
fact that for most of Thornburgh’s eight years, I don’t remember the precise amount of
time, Simon, but for a good part of that time at least my Party was in the majority in the
House. And so, I thought by taking him on and challenging him on certain issues that it
might be able to provide some leverage for us to accomplish some things too. | might
have been naive, [ was still a fairly young Member at that point, but I didn’t make myself,

| think, a very big target of that Governor who made quite an effort to see me defeated.

SB: Were you encouraged by the House Leadership in that?
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AK: Yes | was. They clearly didn’t want to play that role, because they didn’t negotiate
budgets. It would be very hard for them to sit across the table from a Governor and try to
work out something on a budget on behalf of the whole state for example, if they were
doing what | was doing and criticizing a trip he took to the Far East, for example, which |
thought was just pure hype and did nothing for the state. | mean, there were a number of
other issues. It was part of my government reform efforts the fact that he was using the
Governor’s Mansion for fund-raising, | found appalling. And he eventually stopped
doing that and Governors haven’t done that since. But, again, it’s not the kind-of thing a
House Leader, probably in good conscience, could have done without jeopardizing other
things that a House Leader needed to do, quite frankly. And so, I think the Democratic

House Leaders, at that point, were kind of happy | was playing that role.

SB: You said that it might have an effect on your politics; in 1980 you had a close
election race, perhaps the closest while you were a House Member. Do you tie your

outspokenness at the time with that close election?

AK: Well, to some extent. There was no doubt that there were a lot of resources put in
against me at that point. And I had taken cost-saving to an extreme. My first year in
office, | didn’t take one penny of any kind-of expense account money; I did no
newsletters. I saw my first term, and again I had a newspaper that wasn’t going to give
me any real good publicity anyway, and it was probably dumb on my part, quite frankly,

because | did virtually nothing to promote myself. | just sort of assumed that people
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knew | was working on all these things, | was doing all this wonderful stuff. And that’s

why it was close.

SB: There was even a report [that] you were considering running for Congress at that

time because of disenchantment with the Administration. Was that serious?

AK: No, it was disenchantment within the Democratic Party, quite frankly. And there
were some elements of the Party back in my area who had wanted me to run. And that
kind of got floated early to the paper. But, | never felt strongly at that point about doing
it. It was too soon; I hadn’t been in the State House that long. | thought I was getting—I
had some early success with some of the reform efforts, and | thought there was some
unfinished business that I thought I should do. So, I never did run for that office,

although there were some press reports that | was considering it.

SB: Let’s talk about some of the successes. One of them was an Ethics Bill [Act 9-1989]

and the Lawyer/Legislator Bill.

AK: Changing the House Rules, yeah.

SB: Could you describe the background of the initiating those bills and the kind of

consensus building that took, since as you said they were not necessarily popular

measures?
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AK: Well, the Ethics Act was brought about to a great extent by the fact that
Pennsylvania was one of the worst states in the country in terms of a lack of guidelines as
to what the ethical rules that bind Legislators should be and how we were to be
accountable. And, the fact that there was such a public uproar and the newspapers were
really paying attention to it. And it was—as long as we could—it wasn’t so much as
building a consensus there. | can remember being in a Caucus and explaining, | think
along with Ron Cowell, the elements line by line of what was in the Ethics Act and
fielding questions that were pretty nasty and pretty ugly. And I can remember leaving
that Caucus and thinking, “Oh, man we’re going to go down in flames here.” Once we
got up to the Floor, it was pretty hard for some folks to vote against the Ethics Act. And
that was a lesson that some battles aren’t just from the typical building of a consensus to
move the process along; sometimes, an issue had to be forced and in the public spotlight
in order to achieve something. And in Pennsylvania, in the area of reform, that’s usually
the way you have to do it; that is very different from almost any other type of substantive
legislation or coalition that you want to build. There it is without building the consensus,
it’s almost impossible to get something done except in rare circumstances, as with the
House Rules change, again, there had been some public reports et cetera., that | thought
would bring disrespect for the State House. And it was a fact that there were Legislators,
usually lawyers, but there were some other professionals, who would represent
clients/constituents in front of State Agencies. And there was at least the perception of, if
not wrong doing, of a special advantage, and I just felt very strongly that House should be
above that. Obviously, when I take that fight on those individuals who—the worst part

was that those individuals who might be lawyers and representing clients and is honest
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and clean a person as you want to know would take offense to that. Who am | to accuse
them? They aren’t doing anything wrong. Well, they’re right they weren’t. And it
could be seen like I was attacking them personally. That was not the case. It was a
perception. | felt that we needed to be held to a higher standard. There was no way |
could build a consensus on that; | had to force that issue. As a matter of fact, the
Leadership of both Parties was strongly opposed to me on that point. But, they had to
pass rules at that point to get the Session started, et cetera, and I simply wouldn’t relent.
And it was the kind-of thing where at one point, they realized that if you had this vote,
eventually I would probably win on it if they couldn’t convince me to back off. And they
came up with some language that was like a decent compromise and we sort-of accepted
that and then there wasn’t a fractious debate and fight over it. And | was able to get that

done.

SB: How about your stand on pay raises? Did that endear yourself to your colleagues?

AK: No, no, it really didn’t. It was a tough issue, especially when we started. You
know, it’s easy to always make the argument, “Oh, it’s not the right time.” Well, it’s
never the right time for a pay raise vote. Sometimes may be worse than others, but
there’s never a right time. And if | held to just that theory, that means from the time |
started when the salary was only 18,000 dollars, well gee, I guess we’re still getting
18,000 dollars, so that seems absurd. And I felt, very early on, that the process back
then— well, actually right before I started in the Legislature—there was a separate

Commission that would, every few years, would give pay raises. That was attacked, as
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all these legislators are cowardly and they hide behind the Commission, they leave town
they get their pay raise. So, there was a change made when | first took office that got rid
of that Pay Raise Commission and the legislators had to stand up and be counted, fine.
But, then that made it a really tough process. It meant that, instead of every session
changing pay, et cetera, that they would wait six years, eight years, and then have like a
30 percent increase. The theory was, “Look, if we vote for a penny increase we’re still
going to be criticized, why don’t we just make it one big vote every once in a while?”
And | again, | thought—not that it was—there were a lot of people that deserved those
pay raises. | often felt, however, that collectively, because we didn’t accomplish that
much or didn’t address issues that weren’t important to people, collectively we didn’t
deserve it. There were people that might work 60-80 hours per week and I’m sure they
could make more money out in the real world with that dedication, but, collectively it
wasn’t deserved. And secondly, | thought that the best way to have pay raises, without
again, creating all this angst and bringing down all this disrespect on the House, was to
have a legitimate cost-of-living annual increase. We eventually did go that route at some

point in the latter part of the [19]90s, if I recall.

SB: Was that at your behest or someone else’s?

AK: No, I think, I mean, | made that argument. | made it to Leaders—I think | was in

Leadership at the time—and | think there was sort of a consensus. | probably deserve a

little bit of credit for that, but it was a meeting of the minds of a lot of people.
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SB: How did you feel about the process? Did you believe or advocate that the House
should go back to the Commission idea, that the House should not be voting its own

raises?

AK: You know, every time you try to come up with some certain reform after a period of
time that reform usually isn’t working. And I just thought the cost-of-living would be
fair. The cost-of-living is fair for whether it’s a social security recipient or a general cost-
of-living based on a weekly wage would be fair. | didn’t think legislators should be more
special than anybody else and that’s the way to do it. | didn’t believe that the legislators
should vote on it every six to eight years and give themselves a big increase. And I

didn’t believe a Commission should arbitrarily give increases.

SB: Well, let’s talk about some of the social issues. You’ve been called a “champion of
the children, women, elderly, the disabled, and the homeless.” How did you get involved

with social legislation for these groups?

AK: As | said earlier, when | first started in the Legislature those weren’t issues that were
on my radar screen. | was aware. | was, you know, somebody who had some interest.
But, actually, I think it was just because | was accessible and people started to find that
out. And advocates for people with disabilities, for example, would come to my office or
a group of seniors would come to me and say, “Do you know we’re being overcharged on
some things that Medicare says we shouldn’t be?” And just, like, legitimate problems,

and I’d look around and nobody else seemed to be willing to take them on. And |
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thought, well, this is fair; I mean, you’re right, let’s go. And sometimes I’d win on some
of these things. | could build a consensus. | could make the case. And sometimes,
because | was successful, that would, you know, | was the usual suspect for folks. And
Jim Manderino, back around [19]83, | believe, when we were in a recession period in the
Northeastern United States, was working on some projects on economic development,
but turned to me to work on some projects that dealt with homelessness and hunger
issues. And I was able, for the first time ever, to get money and do a state food purchase
program and food bank; dollars to help. | thank some tremendous lobbying by some
advocates for people with disabilities. We created the Attendant Care Act [Act 150-
1986], which for the first time, allowed people who were wheelchair users to live
independently. And, you know, | was able to make the fiscal arguments. At that point in
time, these numbers are dated, but back in the early [19]80s when | started working on
the Attendant Care Program, it became one of the better Attendant Care Programs in the
country. It probably cost 32,000 dollars or so, for somebody with severe disabilities to be
in a state facility. But, to live independently, to pay the salary of an independent for the
hours for which you needed them, et cetera, it was about 9,000 dollars, yeah. So, there
were some valid fiscal arguments for doing it. And it’s just a matter of doing the
homework, making the case, and building a bi-partisan consensus. And so that’s, you
know, | started moving into that and it was very rewarding. | mean, a lot of times even if
you accomplish something with legislation you don’t see the benefits of it. But, with
some of these issues you could. You could affect people’s lives in such a positive way.
So, | dedicated much of my time to that. It was where I could actually have some

victories and actually help people.
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SB: Well, one piece of legislation that was contentious of those was the Martial Rape
bill, which caused debate on the House Floor. What was the background for that

initiative and how did you react to the contentiousness?

AK: It wasn’t a big issue to me, quite frankly. | had been working on—actually,
ironically, tomorrow I’'m getting an award from the Pennsylvania Coalition Against Rape
for work I’ve done in the past—and so, I’d worked on funding. You know, back when |
started, there was very little or almost no funding for statewide groups on domestic
violence and rape. And I was very actively involved in women’s rights issues, which
wasn’t a big issue in the late [19]70s and early [19]80s, and | had been at a conference, |
think over in Camp Hill, and it was on funding on these programs. And it was about the
rape issue. And the issue of martial rape came up in one of these seminars or
symposiums. “Wow, what’s that all about?” I didn’t even realize it and [I] thought about
it, and apparently, Pennsylvania’s one of the few state’s that still had real anachronism in
its Crime’s Code; marriage was a defense against rape. It goes way back, obviously, and
so people brought it to my attention. [I] said, okay, you know, | was more interested in
the funding of some other programs, but I introduced a bill that basically was a one page
bill that deleted marriage as a defense against rape. And boy, | took a lot of flack. I can
remember being at a plant gate once campaigning and some guys would come by, “Why
don’t you do something for men for a change?” You know, because the local paper
would play that up, you know? It wasn’t anything I would do a press release on. | never

promoted it. | just figured somebody on the Judiciary Committee could look at and
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probably move. | mean, every other state has done it, why not Pennsylvania? And it
took me about three or four years. And it was one of those things, you know, the only
way | got that passed—the first Session I introduced it I don’t think I could even get a
vote on it. It was pretty ugly. And there were some Members that came up to me and
just said some pretty nasty things about it. And a made for TV movie came out early
[19]80s with Farrah Fawcett, called the “Burning Bed.” And I got that bill passed
because of that. | swear it was because of that. The awareness it created, I think there
was a feeling that, you know, a man couldn’t do that to his wife or it didn’t happen or
some conniving woman would use it as a way to get—you know, it was demeaning to
everybody, quite frankly, the arguments against it. But, being able to see consciousness
raised from a made for TV movie, you know it was based on a true account, changed the

whole dynamic. And we got the bill passed with very little fanfare, as a matter of fact.

SB: Well, a bill that you had stated in the past has been important to you was the CHIP
[Children’s Health Insurance Program] program. What was the background of devising

that and how did you work the consensus there?

AK: Well, that began, I think, after | had been elected to the Policy Chairmanship. | was
looking at a broad range of issues which I thought was important and healthcare became
one. And I was able, thanks to Jim Manderino at that time, to get a staff person to work
on just a couple of very complicated issues. And the guy was terrific; still works on the
House staff today. And he worked, again, on about only two or three issues and one of

them was healthcare. And I’d put together a very comprehensive bill, about four
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components—I’m not going to get into all of them—>but, one of the four components was
this children’s healthcare. It was around that time, now | forget the exact time frame, but
around the time that | was looking at that as a Policy Committee Chair, an entity newly
created in State Government called the Healthcare Cost Containment Council, was
created to much fanfare; still very active and does great work today. But, there were two
roles for it. One was to collect data on hospitals and healthcare providers and provide to
the consumer to make their best choices. And the other was to provide indigent care; to
deal with those who were poor and had no medical assistance, weren’t poor enough to get
medical assistance, for example, but had no healthcare. And well actually, the Healthcare
Cost Containment Council filled with experts came out with a plan that lasted less than
24 hours. The Chamber of Commerce types labeled it as a “sick tax” and nobody was
going to support it. And probably would have put somewhat of an unfair burden on some
smaller employers too. And that was just dropped and just was forgotten. And this was
before Clinton [William; U.S. President, 1993-2001] actually tried the health plan. | was
under the assumption that nobody at the Federal level was going to deal with healthcare.
This is a burden that the state is going to have to address. Pennsylvania wasn’t that bad
off, but we did have probably a million-plus people without healthcare, and many of them
children. So, | started working on that issue a little bit more. 1 introduced a bill; it was
around that time that a constituent came to me; a young woman, three year-old son, eight
year old son, husband was killed in a car crash. Along with losing him, she lost their
insurance. She had gone off work when they had the three year old and still had been
taking care of both boys. She got some part-time jobs, some temporary jobs and

minimum wage jobs; couldn’t get healthcare, and nothing I could do. But, it made it
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clear to me that if there was a need in the healthcare area it was helping those kids. And
politically, it would be much tougher to be against that than against the adult piece or
against some of the insurance reforms or against, you know. And we went through
hearings. We ran into a lot of strong opposition. But, again, it took a lot of hard work. 1
reintroduced the bill in the next Session, couldn’t get any support. | mean, the sense was
this was a Federal issue. “It’s too expensive. Where are you going to get the money?
It’s too complicated.” | found some foundation to put together a slide show. I did slide
show presentations. Governor Casey [Robert P.; Pennsylvania Governor, 1987-1995]
was in office and | did a slide show presentation for his DPW [Department of Public
Welfare] people, his financial people, his legal people, his policy people. I couldn’t get
anywhere; couldn’t get any support. And two things happened—at that point I’d been
working on this for about three years—it was 1991; we were in a recession. We had a
tough Budget time. There was going to have to be a big tax increase. And the only
colleagues that helped me were Dave Richardson [State Representative, Philadelphia
County, 1973-1995], who is now deceased from Philadelphia, who was Chair of the
Health and Welfare Committee and held public hearings on my bill and helped us to
build up support to get the word out—didn’t have the votes to get out of committee at
that point in time—and the other person that helped me was Dwight Evans [State
Representative, Philadelphia County, 1981-present] who was Appropriations Chair then,
we were in the majority, still is today at the time we‘re filming this. And late one night
into August, after we’ve gone way passed the Budget deadline and we’re being criticized
for being buffoons, we can’t get the Budget done on time, et cetera, great pressure on

Governor Casey and on all of us to get something done, there was sort of a panoply of
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sales taxes that were being added on. There was a sense that if we raised the income tax
too much we’d get another public uproar; if we tried to raise the corporate net income tax
the business would go crazy. So, we had a package of taxes and a lot of new ones, some
on services, et cetera. One of them was raising the cigarette tax, and Dwight and |
decided that if we were ever going to fund my bill, I would drop all of the other
components and just go to the children’s piece and we would put two pennies on a pack
of cigarettes to fund it. Now, it was already in the bill that, | believe, it was a 13 cent
increase—it was 13—we put a line in the tax bill that took two of those pennies away
from the General Fund and put them into a segregated account. It was August 5", two
AM, when we voted that. I swear, except for Dwight and I, I’'m not sure anyone else
knew about that. About two pennies on a pack of cigarettes doesn’t sound like much, but
tobacco consumption rates then was 20 million dollars, and we had solved the revenue
piece. Now, the Legislature then was out after August and was coming back in
September, but, at least | thought we had a chance now with that. Another occurrence
that happened that summer, there was a terrible plane wreck with U.S. Senator John
Heinz [U.S. Representative, 1971-1977; U.S. Senator, 1977-1991], who had been killed
that summer. And Dick Thornburgh came back, former Governor, to run for U.S. Senate.
The Democratic choice was somebody who had never run for office and hardly anybody
had ever heard of, Harris Wofford [U.S. Senator, 1991-1995], who had been a founder of
the Peace Corps, et cetera, during the Kennedy years in Washington D.C. But, nobody—
he was Labor and Industry Secretary here, was very low profile. But, Harris Wofford
beat Dick Thornburgh in November of [19]91 in a Special Election to fill John Heinz’

seat, and all of a sudden, the media that was paying no attention to what | was doing on
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healthcare; eight o’clock, | think, that morning | believe, it might have been the
Philadelphia Inquirer that called and | was home, | had about three hours sleep.
“Representative Kukovich, we hear that you’ve got a healthcare bill and in light of the
fact that Harris Wofford won because of healthcare.” He had done a commercial, it was
very effective, and the political pundits assumed that’s why he won. I don’t know if he
did or not, and | was too groggy to know what that reporter was talking about, but it was
not an opportunity 1 would miss. And I said, “What it means is we will now have the
impetus to move this bill.” | didn’t know, but I was taking my shot. Later that morning,
a Western Pennsylvania legislator, who wanted nothing to do with healthcare bills
because, you know, we’re going to upset this group or that group, you know, it’s a
Federal issue, called me and said, “Hey, can I be a co-sponsor? Could you get me on that
bill?” And I knew; within a month we got that bill passed the House. Governor Casey,
all of a sudden, was interested after two years of me trying to get him interested. Finally,
he was interested. The bill went over to the Senate; still took us a year to get it done, but,
the significance of that is, even with all that work, Simon, all the preparation, the data,
everything that showed that this was the thing to do, if it hadn’t been, again, a confluence
of events through luck with an election that seemed to turn on healthcare, with a late
night way of shifting a few pennies, that never would have happened. Today, there are
about 150,000 Pennsylvania children at any given point who have healthcare who
wouldn’t have it. And it became a model for the United States and there are now five
million children nationwide who have that program. It started with an idea, a constituent

problem like the woman who had lost her husband and couldn’t take care of healthcare
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for two kids; the eight year old just needed glasses, the three year old had a congenital

heart problem; got surgery, saved his life.

SB: You sound proud of it. Is it the legislation that you’re most proud of?

AK: I think so. I think because it’s had such a big impact. And I didn’t realize it at the
time but, the countless stories that I’ve heard from people who’ve come up to me, didn’t
know me but, it used to be, you know, “Gee, my daughter, my son, is on the CHIP

program.” Now I’m seeing young adults who said, “I was a CHIP baby.” It’s incredible.

SB: Well, you also tried to get comprehensive coverage for every citizen of
Pennsylvania. Can you describe that advocacy and what happened to it that made it

different?

AK: You mean the adult healthcare coverage? Well, I went and met with the Chamber
of Commerce and they had a Special Committee. And I thought we had things worked
out, so there were some carrots and sticks and incentives and those employers providing
healthcare would get certain benefits. And unfortunately, the Chair of the Committee had
a chain of fast-food type restaurants and, quite frankly, they had a few full-time
employees who got decent healthcare coverage; the vast majority of their employees
where part-time and received nothing. And I simply couldn’t get a compromise on how
many hours it took to be covered. And | made one of those decisions, if | went down, if

there had to be 30 hours nobody was—they weren’t going to provide those hours. So, |
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decided to drop that provision, I wouldn’t compromise on that and I knew that meant |
couldn’t get it passed. And that, in conjunction with seeing the need for children and
realizing it would be harder to fight the healthcare for children of working parents, |
made a tactical decision; if | was going to get this done, this was the way | had to do it.
And | could remember after Harris Wofford was in the U.S. Senate and Bill Clinton had
been elected President and they were moving on their massive healthcare plan, Senator
Wofford was going to a meeting with Hillary Clinton [First Lady, 1993-2001; U.S.
Senator, 2001-2008; U.S. Secretary of the State, 2009-present] to work out some things.
And I said, “Do me a favor. Take this work product and tell the story that | tried to do it
comprehensively. It’s not going to work. This is one that you have to win incrementally.
That you have to and this is— And he did that. And Hillary Clinton said, “Well, we
want a family to be medically whole. We can’t do that. We’ve got a chance to—,” you
know, | understand the argument. Of course, you want the family to be medically whole.
You don’t want parents not to have healthcare, but they didn’t get it done. I’m convinced
in later they did see what was happening and the Clinton/Gore Administration did
eventually, working in a bi-partisan way with a Republican like Orrin Hatch [U.S.
Senator, 1977-present] and a Democrat like Ted Kennedy [Edward Moore Kennedy; U.S.
Senator, 1962-2009], actually got funding for the states modeled on Pennsylvania’s
program. So, you can see the tough decision-making that has to be made within the

legislative arena as to how far you can push and what approach you can take.

SB: | asked you what your greatest accomplishment was. What do you consider your

greatest disappointment?
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AK: | would think campaign finance reform. If | had known, back when I started on this,
just how out of control the spending had become and how the money effects the policy
decisions that are made, not so much a policy decision, but what’s even on the radar
screen, | would have fought maybe even harder. I’m not sure what more | could have
done, but, I still think—and Pennsylvania is way behind other states. | mean, almost
every other state has some kind of limit on contributions and some constraints. And we
have none here. And that, without a doubt to me, has been my greatest failure because
unless we get a handle on that, all these other kinds of issues aren’t going to be resolved,

| think, to the satisfaction of most people in the state.

SB: I want to ask you about some of the social side of your time in the House. You
mentioned that there were some other “young turks,” you being one. Was it a large

contingent and who were they? Did you have an alliance there?

AK: Yeah, well, it was informal. | mean, the last thing we wanted to do was have a
separate little caucus; become that something bunch of troublemakers. But, it was kind-
of a loose affiliation. It was people that had a certain amount of frustration. They just
didn’t want to be a Member of the House and take up space; they wanted to do more.
And the process always seemed to move a little too slowly. It was before we learned
about patience, | suppose. But, you know, it was a broad cross-section. | mean, there
were some new folks who’d just been elected in the Alleghany County/Pittsburgh area;

Tom Michlovic [Thomas; State Representative, Allegheny County, 1979-2002], who’s
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now on the Securities Commission for the State; Tom Murphy [Thomas; State
Representative, Allegheny County, 1979-1994], who became Mayor of Pittsburgh; Mike
Dawida [Michael; State Representative, Allegheny County, 1979-1988], who became an
Alleghany County Commissioner in the Alleghany County area; Bill DeWeese [H.
William; State Representative, Fayette, Greene and Washington Counties, 1976-present;
Speaker 1993-1995] was involved early on in a lot of these things. Some rural guys like
Bill Wachob [William; State Representative, Clearfield County, 1979-1984], now out in
San Diego, and had left the House to run for Congress; Joe Hoeffel [Joseph; State
Representative, Montgomery County, 1977-1984; U.S. Representative, 1999-2004], who
just ran against Arlen Specter [U.S. Senator, 1981-present] for the U.S. Senate, from
Montgomery County. | mean, it was a nice cross-section of people; Bob O’Donnell
[Robert W.; State Representative, Philadelphia County, 1974-1993; Speaker, 1990-1991],
who eventually got into Leadership and became Speaker from Philadelphia, was part of
that. And then, off and on people who would maybe go to dinner [and] talk about these
things. Occasionally, car pool back home to Harrisburg from whatever part of the state
you were on, you might talk about some of these things. And then, when we get together
out here, we’d talk about what we needed to do or how we might need to change
Leadership or how we’d get a bill moved or what mattered to them in their area. And it
was and again, having Leaders like Irvis and Manderino, who weren’t afraid of, you
know, they welcomed some young people who had some energy and wanted to maybe
think a little bit differently. And they didn’t discourage it. Sometimes they didn’t
encourage it, but there were times that they did not want to discourage that. At least, we

had a sense that if we did our homework, if we knew what we were talking about, if we
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could make the case then we could accomplish great things. It was very empowering and

very exciting.

SB: Well, you talked about going out to dinner. What was the social side of being a

Legislator?

AK: Back in those days when | started and winning a Special Election in [19]77,
although I didn’t really get into it until December of [19]77 and on into [19]78, dinners
were important. | mean, a lot of us didn’t really know all that much about Harrisburg nor
have contacts in Harrisburg. We had each other. We won races. We kind of shared
experiences, and dinner was a big thing. One of the complaints about the legislative
leaders back then, we would never have dinner with them. Well, we didn’t know they
were working maybe until ten or 11 at night. But, it was a big deal. And there were
times, usually around when the weather started to get nice in the spring and we were
gearing up for a Budget fight, because it always seemed like there was a Budget fight
May to the end of June, we’d go out Tuesday nights, usually wasn’t a night when we’d be
in late, and we’d play softball. Democrats would get a team; Republicans, Senate
sometimes. The press, the media, would have a team. Maybe a lobbyist group would
have a team. And it was a lot of camaraderie. In the winter months, on occasions,
there’d be basketball. It wasn’t organized quite the same way; whoever could get
together and make it would go out on a Tuesday night to a local gym and we’d play
basketball. And it was a great way to get to know folks. Especially, there were some

Republican Members who got to know me in a different way. Maybe they didn’t interact
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with me that much because we sat on opposite sides of the Chamber, we weren’t in the
same Caucus, our offices were far apart, and all they knew of me was maybe me standing
on the Floor of the House opining about some cause. You know, they thought | was this
serious person who had no personality except to fight for an issue. And to be able to play
basketball against them, you know, we humanized each other. You know, we understood
that maybe we had more in common than we thought from just the debate on the Floor of
the House. And quite frankly, I think it was good for the Legislature. | think it was good
for Pennsylvania, in that it brought us together and eased some of that partisanship. And
I think that’s one of the big changes that I’ve seen over the years; Members don’t do that

nearly as much. It just doesn’t happen.

SB: And what’s the result of that?

AK: 1 think the partisanship becomes increased. 1 think, instead of that sense of, that

obligation to govern, to which I alluded before, there’s more pandering to your interest
group, to your contributors. It’s easier to sort of marginalize your opposition. In some
cases, maybe demonize your opponent. It doesn’t lend itself to actually accomplishing

things.

SB: Why did it change?

AK: For a number of reasons. I think, again, all this money in politics. People,

candidates, spend more time raising the money and talking to whoever they pay to be

45



their media consultant who gives them the message. And, I think, the professionalization
of the Legislature—you know, there are some positive things about having more staff so
you can do a better job and do better constituent service, and et cetera. Legislators, and |
know in my case, my first ten years or so in the House, | spent a lot more time with my
colleagues. And my last nine years or so in the House and being the Policy Chair, | spent
a lot more time with the staff. That’s not necessarily a bad thing, but anything that sort-
of drives wedges between people makes it harder for us to get things done. I think we’ve
seen that problem—I saw it 20 years ago in Congress, when Congress would seem to be
paralyzed—I think here in Harrisburg, we can get that issue done. It might take us a year,
but we’ll get it done. Congress, forget about it. Well, that’s why I took on children’s
healthcare or healthcare. | gave up on Congress. But, states are where it needs to be
done, well, we have mirrored some of the worst things of Congress in State Legislatures
as we become more professionalized and some of our critics might say more pampered. |

think that’s a real problem.

SB: What about technology? You were a Representative during a time of, some say,
dramatic change with the introduction of television coverage and computerization. How

do you reflect on how that affected the legislative process?

AK: Again, | think it, to some extent, has had an impact on keeping us apart and driving
wedges. When I first ran, people weren’t always grinding out press releases and weren’t
always trying to get in the paper and on TV. And as TV became more ubiquitous and

was all over the place, it’s like you didn’t really exist as a legislator unless somebody saw
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your face on TV. And as we got more toys, whether it was the advent of faxes and then
Emails and we spent so much time with that technology in getting bland messages out in
a broad way we interact less. Not only with ourselves as legislators, but to some extent
it’s ironic, because we get more feedback from all this technology, but the direct
connection with people has been lost to some extent. I’'m generalizing a little bit, but not
awhole lot. 1 used to spend a lot more time sitting across a desk or at a table with my
constituents, but with more access, your time gets eaten up more. | think the
rationalization is natural that, “Oh, I can do more, I can reach more,” but, I think there’s
something lost in that technological translation, if you will. | do think we tend to lose
that human contact and that concerns me. I can’t stand all this security around the
Capitol building; it’s the people’s building, and yet it’s hard for people, you know, it’s a

chilling effect for people to go through and get checked out and it just drives me crazy.

SB: Do you think debate was affected by television coverage of the House Floor?

AK: Absolutely. 1 think debate would be much shorter. 1 think there’s a lot of
pontificating and people just playing to the cameras. Very rarely does debate on the
House Floor change a vote, a handful of times here or there. And a lot of the real work is
done in the committees with the substance in the Caucus with the politics and the
strategy. And I think we would be more efficient and | think we would be more frank
and honest with ourselves on the House Floor if people weren’t playing to the cameras.
Again, | hate to generalize because it’s not true of everybody, but it does have in some

ways an effect on all of us.
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SB: Let me ask you about some of the events that you experienced as a Representative
and how they affected the “people’s business,” or how they affected your approach to
your occupation; the hostage crisis that occurred in the late 1970s, early 1980s, when you

were a legislator?

AK: It affected us because it was the story on the news. And what we’d hear would be
the affect on gasoline prices or the ineffectiveness of the President or why are we so
weak, you know? So, it had an indirect affect on us that way. But, there’s no doubt that
being political people and in the public eye you almost always had to have an opinion on
that sort of thing. And when you’re a State Legislator, it’s a foreign policy issue; you’re
probably free to be as strident as you possibly can. But, it’s also frustrating because we,
you know, | can remember someone introducing a resolution once that we should have
our headlights on such and such a day to show that we’re behind getting our hostages out,
and somebody would say, “Well, wait a minute. That means, according to mechanics,
that you’d use up x percent more gas, which means that’s more oil and we don’t want
have to be dependent on—,” you know, it’s just crazy stuff. And, I, as a joke—although |
didn’t formally introduce something—I just sort of made up a little resolution that I
circulated with my House Members, that if | remember there were 50 or 51 hostages at
the time and we were sort of at a disagreement with the Senate on some things. They
weren’t moving legislation that we wanted in the House, et cetera, and | just circulated to
a few of my friends that would appreciate the joke on the Floor; a blue-back that

suggested that we abolish the Senate and turn the Senators over to Iran and get the

48



hostages back. (laugh) But, in the broad scheme of things, we shouldn’t necessarily just
respond to what is the issue of the day, especially if it’s outside our purview. If anything,
we should redouble our efforts to accomplish what we need to here. To make us energy
independent and again, that’s the problem with the predominance of cable news, 24 hours

of news, everyday feeding that monster all the time.

SB: Well, speaking of energy, something closer to home; the Three Mile Island event

[1979]. What do you remember of that?

AK: WEell, that was very personal to me, because when | was in law school, | studied
environmental law. | was never real big on nuclear power. | was always worried about
the storage issues, and the irony was my father worked in nuclear power at Westinghouse
pretty much his whole career and was a big fan of nuclear power. He worked on naval
contracts for nuclear powered submarines and he was a big nuclear power fan. We used
to have arguments about that. When Three Mile Island happened it was very early, | only
had been in office a little over a year perhaps, and my office was up on the Fifth Floor
with a whole bunch of other Legislators. And we had, usually, two or three Legislators
shared one secretary. That was the extent of our staff. But, right across the hall was,
what was then, the media room. And I can remember Governor Thornburgh, at that
point, having a press conference and | could just take a couple steps over and see what he
was saying. And | remember a couple of reporters started asking me about some of this.
And I said, “Tell you what, my father knows all about nuclear power. 1’d get him on the

phone.” And | can remember calling my dad, late one night while the Governor was

49



speaking, and the reporters would come over and ask my dad, you know, “What does it
mean for some many millirem?,” you know, and my father would kind-of brief them a
little bit on some of those things. And | remember that. | remember the fear. It’s
amazing how many people evacuated this area. | can remember people out here who |
knew calling me and saying, “Hey, is there some place we can stay out in Western
Pennsylvania? Is there somebody who can put us up?” Or, “Gee, I’ve got an aunt; I’ve
got a cousin,” you know, it was incredible. And it’s incredible, also, to see something
that’s right down the river, and sort-of take for granted when you come into the Capitol
or go to work, all of a sudden be on the cover of Time or Newsweek or on the national
news. To see that imagery and know you’re that close to it, it does have a profound

impact.

SB: How about the Oklahoma City bombing [1995]?

AK: The first time that terrorism really seemed to have an impact. Obviously, it was the
greatest tragedy on American soil until the 9/11 [September 11, 2001]. And | had
somewhat of a connection there, but probably about six months before that | had been
reading press clippings about minorities, particularly blacks who were being attacked.
And it struck me that it wasn’t just in rural areas. You could see it in suburban areas, you
know, it just seemed more widespread. And I tried to follow that and see where it was
happening. And | was reading about the growth of these paramilitary groups and how
there were some in Pennsylvania. And I was talking to some high schools and principals

and superintendents about Nazi literature being dropped off by, you know, these 16, 17,
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18 year old kids. And so, | introduced a resolution that we have the State Police and a
couple other agencies just do, like, a six month investigation, a year—I can’t remember
the time frame—>but, do a time certain investigation and see if there is a connection. See
if these paramilitary groups and | did have some reports that they were recruiting what
were called, “skin-heads” back then and training them, et cetera, and | just wanted to see
if there was a connection and what if anything the state can or should do about it without
violating somebody’s civil liberties, et cetera. And I did no press on it. | know the
Philadelphia Inquirer kind-of picked up on it and wrote a little, tiny article about this
resolution buried somewhere in the middle of the paper. And somehow I got on this
international radio thing that this Michigan Militia, who later apparently was connected
to the Oklahoma City Bombing in some tangent way, put out on the airways that | was an
enemy of the people and blah, blah, blah. And that resulted in getting a certain amount of
hate mail. And | remember that there was a packaged delivered with warnings on it.

And my staff back home opened it up, actually it was some tapes of this militias radio
show, but they were, you know, telling me I’d better learn what’s going on. I’d better
watch out, you know, that sort-of thing. And | had to be concerned about my staff. We,
for quite a long period of time many, many months they couldn’t open the mail without
using one of those stud finders, one of those things to make sure there wasn’t any metal
init. 1 wanted to make sure that my wife—I had an infant daughter at the time—I wanted
to make sure that they never went to the mailbox or if they saw a bag or something just
innocuous laying in the yard not to touch it. You know, the local police would come by
the house just every once in a while, just drive by if [ wasn’t there just to check things

out. It has had quite a chilling effect. | remember, | was leaving the House Floor coming

51



back to my office, when | saw, as | went into my office the newsroom was right there,

and there was a TV monitor on and they showed a picture of the building in flames and
smoke billowing out. And the commentator was, at that point, they were blaming Mid-
Easterners or whatever, and I just knew it was these right-wing Nazis. | knew it; | just

knew it.

SB: How did you know it?

AK: It was gut. I mean, it’s because I’d been reading this stuff and because it was the
same day as Waco. | had been reading what they were all about. It had been three years
since Waco or something like that. That was the key; knowing it was the same day as
Waco and the only reason I knew it was because 1’d been reading their stuff. I’d been
listening to the stuff they were saying about me and it was just a remarkable thing. |
don’t know how that got out in the press. | remember being called by the BBC [British
Broadcasting Channel] for my opinion. It was bizarre. So, it’s ironic the way just being
a State Legislator you can, in a haphazard way, get connected to some of these national

occurrences.

SB: Well, something closer to home here was a protest by welfare protesters that was

called in the press “an unprecedented occupation of the State Capitol,” and you became

involved as an advocate for them. What do you remember about those events?
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AK: I don’t remember what the press said. | do remember—I think it was during the

Thornburgh years, but | forget—that was pretty early in the [19]80’s wasn’t it?

SB: 1983.

AK: Yeah, and again, it was a recession period for most states at that point, and budgets
were tight and programs were being slashed. They were a group of folks primarily from
Philadelphia, primarily African-American, who came up out of desperation to protest and
tell the Legislature that they should restore funding and vote for taxes; that we should do
all these unpopular things. And they pretty much just sort of camped out there in the
rotunda. And it was uncomfortable for everybody. But, with each day they stayed, a
certain amount of intolerance grew and there was even—the Governor was talking about
setting a deadline and the police there with clubs and everything, and to me that was just
appalling. 1 might not have agreed with doing what they were doing, because I didn’t
think they were helping the situation, frankly. But, they did have a legitimate complaint.
And | talked with them. I spent some time there and you know I wasn’t really part of
what they were doing, but I guess to some extent | was, because | felt, at the very least,
someone should talk to them. And | might have said publicly that I thought the Governor
and the Legislature should do the same. Let’s not, you know, be militant about this.
Let’s talk this out. Let’s see what we can do. And that’s about the most I can—to me it
was kind of an isolated and small occurrence, but at that point in time, again, it was

something that the press was focused on.
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SB: I would like to ask you about some Leadership, since you were apart of several
teams. What was your relationship or what are your recollections of Matt Ryan
[Matthew J.; State Representative, Delaware County, 1963-2003; Speaker 1981-1983,

1995-2003]?

AK: (laugh) I had some great debates with Matt Ryan, probably not as great as Matt and
Jim Manderino had, but Matt was somebody, although his philosophy was quite different,
he was also somebody who was quick on his feet. And you don’t really see a whole lot
of that anywhere, in any field. There are a lot of people in politics who are very bright or
very glib, but to be able to respond quickly, that’s rare. Matt had that and he was a lot of
fun. I disagreed with him strongly on a lot of issues. | thought it was terrible the way he
tried to destroy legal services for the poor. And he didn’t even understand what they
were doing. | mean, his complaint was about some other type of legal effort. It was just
frustrating, but I always felt that he would give me a fair hearing. And I just always liked
him and I respected him, even though I disagreed with him strongly. And we would get
into some pretty interesting arguments and debates on the House Floor, but it was always

kind-of fun.

SB: How about Leroy Irvis?

AK: There were also a lot of good speakers in the Legislature. Irvis sort of transcended

that. It’s not enough to say that he was a good speaker. He was maybe one of the few

people that I’ve known that was really an orator. | think that word is often overused, but
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not with him. | feel bad; by the time | came into the Legislature, his active period was
pretty much over. When | first came in he was Majority Leader, but eventually went to
the Speakership. But, sort-of, with the relationship with Jim Manderino, the Speaker
would be very ceremonial and that’s what he was willing to do. And the Majority
Leader, Jim Manderino, would have a lot of the real power and the control of the flow of
legislation, et cetera, and they were a pretty good working team. Very different
personalities, but there was something almost fatherly about Leroy Irvis’ approach,
especially to the younger Members. He would tell a lot of us that, “You, too, young men
are able to walk in my footsteps some day.” Maybe he said that to too many people, but |
don’t think that many. But, he was always very encouraging and so keenly intelligent
and so diversified. He had many, many interests. Musical interests, art, very gifted
actually and very few people knew that. He had a passion for model airplanes, for
goodness sake. You know, he was very close to being the sort-of quintessential
renaissance man, but didn’t show that off. You know, | feel fortunate to have known

him.

SB: How about Bill DeWeese?

AK: Bill was one of the young hard-chargers and one of my first friends when | came to
the Legislature. And yeah, he and I, we’ve partied together a lot. And we were both
single when we were first in the House and sometimes double dated. I’d go to his fund-
raisers and he’d go to mine. Sometimes we’d carpool; there’d be some folks from

Allegheny County who would—with Tom Michlovic, Ron Cowell, Frank Pistella [State
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Representative, Allegheny County, 1979-2006], and a few others. They’d come out
towards Westmoreland County and pick me up and then we’d go out and meet DeWeese.
He’d drive from Greene County up towards Donegal or some meeting point and it was
just a lot of fun. He’s one of the most—I talk about the quintessential nature of Irvis—
probably the quintessential nature of Bill DeWeese is the “hail fellow well met.” You

know, he is very disarming and very charming and he’s a lot of fun on a personal basis.

SB: What do you remember about Bob O’Donnell and, particularly, the controversy of

his being voted out as Speaker while you were Representative?

AK: Bob was one of the brightest Legislators that | know and also somebody who was
quick. My criticism of him was, he never really believed strongly in any issue. | mean,
he was more of a process guy. He wanted things to work efficiently. He was kind-of
dispassionate that way. I’d mentioned earlier the camaraderie of going out and playing
games or whatever, Bob was the kind of guy who, well let’s pick up a few guys and go
out and we’ll have a football game. Bob wasn’t concerned about the game; he was
concerned about the rules; where’s the boundary? How many seconds before you can
rush the quarterback? You know, it was just (laugh)—and that’s the way he was
legislatively, which drove me crazy. But, also, maybe the greatest storyteller, at least one
of the top two or three I’ve ever heard. Great stories about Philadelphia politics that
would curl your hair. It was just unbelievable the war stories, he referred to them as the
war stories of Philadelphia politics. And just an enjoyable guy to be around. | do think

that his lack of passion for issues, I think, kind-of led to that rift that occurred between
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the other Leaders. | think, maybe, the only time in history that a sitting Speaker was
defeated was during that time.* And, | think there was a sense that Bob had become a
little bit aloof from the Members. And there were a number of issues that he was looking
at that were reform oriented that he hadn’t been real interested in previously, but all of a
sudden was. Some of the Members thought he was interested in running for some other
office and he was being hypocritical about it. I’m not sure that’s necessarily fair, but
again, there was that perception and I think that really hurt him among the Caucus. And |
think, with hindsight, | think would have been better if Bob would have stayed on for one
more term as Speaker. We’d have a friendlier transition. | think that caused a kind-of

fractiousness that did damage to the Democratic Caucus years after that.

SB: One issue that you were on opposite sides with him was over school vouchers. Can

you either describe the debate or your stand against school vouchers?

AK: For many folks, especially those in some urban areas and areas where they’ve got
serious problems with lack of adequate funding, et cetera, vouchers look like another way
to have more money for education and some ways for folks to get out of a public school
where they didn’t want their kids, their neighbor’s kids to be. | can see their side of it in
terms of trying to resolve something right now; of trying to find an alternative, of
desperately just trying to a new way to get more money into the schools or into
education. And I can understand why they would feel very strongly about that. | come
from an area where we have pretty good school districts. We’re really, really proud of

most of our school districts. And I took a longer view; | saw vouchers as an attack on

* It did, in fact, occur 70 years prior.
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public education. I just feel the mission of public education is to give everybody an
opportunity. Maybe it’s one of the last institutions left in America where everybody can
have a chance. But, if we start dividing money out, because in almost every plan for
vouchers, it might have been new money for a block of folks, but overall it would have
been less money in the public education system. Also, those private schools or parochial
schools that would get the advantage of some of that taxpayer largesse, they didn’t
necessarily have to take everybody. Public schools have to take everybody. Their largest
increase in cost for years has been for children with special needs, children with
retardation problems or learning disabilities or emotional disabilities/physical disabilities.
Today the average cost of educating a child state-wide is probably about, I don’t know,
7,800-7,900 dollars per student per year. If that child’s autistic it could be 70,000 dollars
per year. You can’t abandon those kids. | think vouchers would have led to that
abandonment. So, you can see there are passions on all sides of that issue and that’s why

that issue is so derisive.

SB: Are there other issues that you feel you made a contribution by thwarting or

blocking?

AK: There have been times, yeah, it runs counter to my personality just being an
obstructionist, but | often joke that some of my greatest accomplishments are blocking
things. A lot of times it’s in the criminal justice area where it’s always popular to be
tough on crime even though a lot of times sounding tough on crime is counter-productive

and sometimes a tremendous loss of money. And sometimes | get to use my membership
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in the Judiciary Committee to block some of those things. There have been other bills,
sometimes, that have been somewhat popular that I think are bad policy. There have
been times and there have been groups that maybe aren’t that powerful or times when [
thought that money and politics was really what was driving an issue. There was a time
when a Republican Attorney General had done a study on a real scandal in this state; the

way what’s commonly referred to has “trailers” or the kind of housing where —

SB: Mobile home parks?

AK: Yeah, mobile home parks, where the folks who have the parks would have
sweetheart deals with the people who built the mobile homes. And they would work it
out so they’d force people out. They’d lose their interest in it and then they’d sell it for—
| mean, it was just an extensive scandal. And the way people were treated was terrible.
And to me it was like a classic Democratic constituency. It was a lot of younger families
who didn’t have a whole lot of money or it was some older families who couldn’t stay in
a home or they were trying to get by. And I thought we were abandoning them. And
there were some powerful lobbying groups there and they had actually hired a former
Republican House Member, a former Democratic House Member, a former Philadelphia
Democratic House Member to do some lobbying on this and it was just outrageous the
way it was going. And the Leadership of both Parties’ was pushing the industry version
as opposed to the consumer version. And | was able to block some of that even though
everything was lined up against, for a time being, but eventually a number of things

happened. Some of the bad things they wanted to do, a few years later, started to get into
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the process. And some good things started to happen. And maybe, in a way, it’s the way
democracy should work. Often, whenever we rush into do something, it’s not the wisest
course of action. Over the years, I think we’ve found some compromises so that
consumers have more rights. But, legitimate mobile park individuals and legitimate
builders and distributors of these kinds of fabricated homes and mobile homes aren’t
treated unfairly as long as they’re operating properly. So, there are issues like that. Quite
frankly, I like to think I tend to forget some of those things because 1’d like to dwell on

things that actually help people, not things at least we’ve stopped from hurting people.

SB: Well, in the consumer rights area, you did spark some controversy with opposition to

emissions testing?

AK: Yeah, that was an issue where the Clean Air Act had been amended by Congress. |
think it was around 1990-91, around that time frame. And pursuant to that, regulations
were being adopted as to how we would clean the air up and get certain elements, nitrous
oxide, CO2 emissions, et cetera, out of the environment. And the EPA [Environmental
Protection Agency] was doing tests and there were certain regions, the Southwest and
Southeastern regions of Pennsylvania particularly, were violating clean air standards.
And quite frankly, I had paid very little attention to that issue. I just assumed, “Oh, well.
Congress has passed this law. It’s going to have an impact on us. We’re going to have
some new standards we’re going to have to meet and that’s the way it is.” And Bob
Casey was Governor at the time and he had been told by the EPA that you had no

recourse; this is what you have to do, and if you don’t do it you’re going to lose—it could
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have been 500 million dollars of Federal highway funds, was in that ballpark at that

point. Actually, there was more than that at stake.

SB: That was the controversy with accosting funds.

AK: Yeah, yeah, because the state’s have certain rights on highways and transportation
that’s reserved to them. And the Federal government can enforce it, but they could cut
out all that money which would have been a disaster for highways and bridges and
highway maintenance funding. And, but again, I just sort of assumed that, “Well, if
we’re stuck, we’re stuck,” and I noticed a Senator from Beaver County, who I didn’t
know well at that point and then later became—whenever | went to the Senate—became
probably my closest friend and ally over there; Gerry LaValle [Gerald; State Senator,
Beaver County, 1990-2008], who was sort-of out on his own just saying, “Now wait a
minute. Now, what’s going on here?”” And | always liked seeing an underdog put up a
fight. And I went to a public hearing he was having. He raised some questions that sort-
of got me interested and | started to study this a little bit; | found out that there was a
company from Arizona that appeared to be getting the contract and benefiting from this
to a great extent, and it was an individual that had been involved in a previous
Administration. They were now named as part of the group that was putting the
regulations together for EPA pursuant, again, to the Federal Clean Air Act, and they’d
put the reg[ulation]s together in a way that pretty much just helped this one company. |
mean they were in on the ground floor. And that, from the reform point of view, just

kind-of bothered me. And I found out that they were, you know, paying for some trips
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out to Arizona to see what they were doing and taking Legislators out there and
schmoozing and wining and dining. And it became, from a reform point of view or an
honesty in government point of view, very disconcerting to me. And then California, |
believe it was California, was the first state [who] told the EPA, “No, we’re doing this,
not that,” and the EPA said, “Okay.” So, they had lied to us that we didn’t have an
option. We did have some options; we didn’t have to have a centralized system that was
going to drive up costs for motorists. | was also concerned that Congress didn’t have the
courage to deal with some serious manufacturing polluters, but they put the burden on the
motoring public. And they weren’t putting the burden on the automobile manufacturers
to make cleaner burning cars. It was on motorists. And they were sitting up there and
then they were going to hurt some of the smallest business owners and employers in the
state and, you know, those are private mechanics who are going to have this power to
inspect taken away from them. | mean, there were all kinds of layers of issues there.

And on every level to me, the more | learned, the more outraged | became. This isn’t the
way the system is supposed to work. And it became very ugly. There was a lot of money
at stake. Some of these centralized emission things were starting to be built. There was
about a 140 million dollars contract given to this company, and Senator LaValle and |

ended up blocking that whole system.

SB: Well, that issue brought together consumer affairs and transportation, which you

were involved in, but I have to ask you—because you were very active in a number of

these committees such as Transportation and Consumer Affairs in your career and then
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the last couple terms you didn’t serve on any committees, which is unprecedented—could

you describe what happened?

AK: Well, the Leadership elections had taken place, and again, | had felt that the House
and my Caucus was kind-of going in the wrong direction. And | felt that if I couldn’t
change that—and the only way to change it really was to be in that one position—then |
didn’t want to maintain my policy position because the policies I’d be working on, I'm
not sure how closely they would have been followed. And I decided I just wanted to
focus on working on issues. And | had the seniority to be a committee chair. Nobody in
history of the Pennsylvania Legislature has been in office as long as | have without
chairing a Standing Committee. | got elected Chair of the House Committee because it
was an elective office. I didn’t have the seniority to be a Chair of a Standing Committee
at the time, but four years after I’d been in Leadership, 1 did have the seniority. But, |
didn’t want to get stuck just in one issue area. And I said, “Look, I’ll make a deal. If |
can keep my staff to work on issues I care about, you don’t have to make me a Chair.
You can give it to somebody else you can help out. And I don’t need to be a member of
any committee and worry about that committee business. 1’d rather work on issues that
really matter and work with my colleagues who are on those committees.” And it made it
probably easier for Leadership that way. And it allowed me to keep a staff freer to work
on my issues, rather than just on committee business. And | was able to get some things
done in that time period. It was very bizarre. Again, to the best of my knowledge, never
in the history of the House has somebody been a Member without being a member of a

Committee, either. So, that was very weird, but it worked.
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SB: Well, during the [19]90s you were also involved in reapportionment; in the process.
But, then you came back to criticize the process. Could you describe that and how you

feel about it now?

AK: The way the process works is that after every ten-year Census there’s a two-year
period where the Legislature has to realign the Senate and House Districts and eventually
Congressional Districts. But, the State Constitution creates a Reapportionment
Commission made up of one Leader or designee from each Caucus and an individual
appointed to Chair by the Governor who has to be agreed to by at least three of the four
Caucus designees or it goes to the Supreme Court to choose. | believe | was Policy Chair
at the time [and] Bill DeWeese might have been Leader or Speaker at the time and he
appointed me to be the designee for the Democratic Caucus. And on one hand it was
grueling. It was like a year and a half of really tough, tough work. In between, there had
been this struggle where I think that was whenever Bob O’Donnell lost as Speaker and
DeWeese took over as Speaker. Bob had just started to enter into a huge contract with
some [Washington] DC group who I had gone down and met with and figured they didn’t
know Pennsylvania. And they had five or six or seven other clients in other states, and |
pulled out of that. You know, we didn’t enter into that contract. We hired, actually three
people that we called the “Flying Aces.” One was a computer guru, expert. One was on
the Appropriations Committee who was just a great numbers cruncher; just terrific with
numbers. And the third was working over in, had been on the House staff, but was

working in Transportation, Department of Transportation, and | was able to get him back
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over. The guy was like a savant. You could name any town, you could name a stream
and he would know what county it was in. I mean he was just unbelievable. He was
better than a computer. So, this team of three guys and I just did a great job. The [19]90
Census made it look like, on the Democratic side, we were done. All the population
change had happened in Republican areas and all the population loss had happened in
Democratic areas. And so, it was a challenge, but, it was a group of guys that | could
work with and it was fun working with them. And we saved some money. We didn’t
need as many big expensive computers, et cetera, and they did a good job. | was more of
a figurehead. | had to put in a lot of time, but they were the ones who supplied the real
ammunition. And we ended up keeping the majority. On the other hand, | probably hurt
myself within the—and it’s one of the things that probably cost me in terms of the
Majority Leader race, because in order to keep in the majority some Districts that might
have been 80 percent Democratic, | had to change to 65 percent Democratic or 60 percent
and help some other—do you now what | mean? | had to do that to keep the majority.
My rule wasn’t to keep incumbents happy; it was to keep the Democratic Party in the
majority. That’s not good Caucus politics. | still think it was the right thing to do. |
would do that over again, but, in that process I learned that reapportionment, what it
really comes down to for the most part is incumbent protection. And that’s not what it
should be about. It’s impossible to take politics out of these kinds of things, but, there
has to be a way to devise this so it’s more about keeping communities together, creating
the kinds of Districts where everybody does have a more equitable chance. And some
other states have done some things that make it work that way. And I would like to

explore those or see some other Members explore those possibilities in the future.
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SB: Well, what advice would you give to new Representatives today?

AK: Well, | think they need to focus on issues that not only are important to their
District, plus are important to them. | mean, they need to have something in which they
can believe, | think, to be really effective. And at the risk of sounding a little overly
altruistic, obviously you’ve got to do you’re constituent work, you’ve got to be accessible
back home, you’ve got to be visible, you’ve got to promote yourself to the point of letting
people know what you’re doing. But, they need to be a little bit more humble and
understand that it’s a real gift and a very fortunate opportunity to be elected to office. |
tell a lot of people who, you know, I do think those folks who have reached the ego point
where they can run for office don’t need to hear from me about this. | do think however,
there are a lot of good people out there who won’t run for office for a number of reasons.
They’re deterred because they’re worried about their privacy, about the money now that
it takes because they have got a lot of great ideas, but they don’t have the contacts. |
would hate to see them deterred from running, especially since often politics has become
sort of a bad word. 1 do think that for many individuals if you cared deeply about
something, | mean that’s the first step, I think you should explore taking that to the next
level and that’s public service. And taking those feeling, those ideas you have and the
concepts that really matter to you, | think you need to think about being a candidate to
public service. And it’s clear that they’re downsized to that. Anybody that has the ego to
run, who has the passion to care and politics is tough, and if you care that deeply, things

that only your neighbors or your friends or your family cared about, all of a sudden it’s in
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the public domain. And whenever you lose whenever you’re ridiculed because of a
belief, it’s a terrible feeling. And most people never have to feel that low. However,
when you can accomplish something that really affects people’s lives, it’s just the
greatest feeling there is. It can be a hell of a rollercoaster, but it’s a ride that’s good to be
on because you get to feel the broad range of life that a lot of people who play it safe
won’t. And so, | would think that people would—and to be in the State Legislature and
get that chance, that clash of ideas that takes place especially in the State House is an
incredible thing. And if you’re lucky enough to be in a position where you can get things
done, again it goes back to that feeling of relevance in your life that is so meaningful.
And | think that would be the advice | would give to anybody whether they were going to
be a new Legislator, whether they were thinking about it or they just want to think about
government because that’s really what this whole thing is about. It’s not about a game.
It’s not necessarily about polls and focus groups and winning and losing. It’s about
attaining power and using it for the purpose of improving people’s quality of life. It’s as

simple as that.

SB: How do you want your years as Representative to be remembered?

AK: I probably can’t adequately answer that, but I would like at least the people | served

with to remember that | was always honest with them. That I did care deeply about a

number of things, and that I put everything I had into it. | think that would be good

enough for me.
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SB: What does the future hold for Allen Kukovich?

AK: I really don’t know. | always take it kind-of one step at a time. I’m fortunate now
that | can do some work that | care about in the Governor’s Office. And that’s refreshing
in away. | have a little more life with my family than I did before. But, | would hope
that no matter what | do | would try to still hold to my belief system and my values. And
I hate politicians using the word, “values” sometimes because there’s a political agenda
behind it. But, with me I’ve been lucky. I’ve been able to spend a good chuck of my
adult life doing things that have been meaningful to me. And I’ve had the good fortune
of having some victories that have helped people and that’s, I can always look myself in

the mirror and feel good about that.

SB: With that | want to thank you very much for participating in this project.

AK: I’ve enjoyed it immensely, Simon. Thank you.

68



