
North Carolina’s 10th congressional district includes Hickory
and perhaps 60 percent of the hosiery manufacturing operations
in the state.  According to The Almanac of American Politics,
it is the most blue-collar congressional district in the United
States.

Rep. T. Cass Ballenger, who made a significant part of his
fortune selling plastic bags to hosiery companies,  has represented
the district since 1986.   He is a GOP lawmaker in a rock-solid
Republican district with a dwindling population of Democrats.

But Ballenger has angered his core supporters with his long
history of free-trade votes. Since 2001, his district has seen
40,000 manufacturing jobs disappear, including some 9,000 in
his home county of Catawba.  Ballenger supported NAFTA in
1995, and since has voted with the Bush administration for Fast
Track trade negotiating authority, most favored nation status
with China, and for open-door trade agreements with Chile and
Singapore.

In late October,  George Moretz, a wealthy textiles executive
who is chairman of the board for Carolina Mills Inc., announced
he will oppose Ballenger in the GOP primary.  Moretz has no
political experience, but he has employed Carter Wrenn, longtime
political strategist for Sen. Jesse Helms, to advise his campaign.
  One of Moretz’s sons has worked for U.S. Rep. Howard Coble
of Greensboro.  Moretz has said he was prompted by the decline
of the textile industry.

Moretz may have opened the floodgate doors for the GOP
primary.  Others testing the winds are state Senators Austin
Allran of Hickory and Jim Forester of Gaston County, and
former House Minority Leader Jonathan Rhyne of Lincolnton.

Double speak.
At a recent legislative luncheon,  all Republican

representatives and senators from the greater Hickory area
announced they could not vote for the 2003 state budget.  They
had “philosophical” differences.   But they were happy to promote
the role they played by “reaching out to Democrats”  and urging
them to include pet projects for their districts, including a
higher education center.

GOP Sen. Austin Allran lauded the efforts of Democratic
Sen. David Hoyle for keeping the center in the budget.  Rep.
Mark Hilton touted his efforts to amend a tourism bill.  But
they couldn’t vote for the budget.  Folks at home might not
understand, you see.

Sen. Jim Forester and Rep. Mitchell Setzer also voted against
the budget which included recurring funds for the Hosiery
Technology Center.  GOP House Caucus leader Joe Kiser voted
in favor of the budget.

Chinese textile imports have become a larger issue in the
North Carolina U.S. Senate race which includes Democrat
Erskine Bowles,  former chief of staff to President Clinton, and
Republican Congressman Richard Burr who has been supported
by President Bush.
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Bowles called on the Bush administration to  impose the “special
safeguard” provision and charged that Burr had not been forceful
in pushing the White House to act.

Burr was one of 160 House members who signed a letter to
Bush to support the safeguard provision which  can be imposed
when the U.S. determines that imports are disrupting the domestic
market.

The safeguard were part of the 1997 trade agreement in
preparation for China’s entrance into the World Trade Organization.
Bowles was a key in the White House staff at the time.   Burr has
supported the President’s trade initiatives including the controversial
“fast track” trade negotiating authority.

In 2000,  U.S. Sen. John Edwards of North Carolina voted for
a bill to establish normal trade relations with Chine.   Now he is
running ads in his presidential bid that calls for blocking “unfair
trade agreements” and eliminating tax cuts for companies that move
jobs overseas.

In the meantime, the U.S. Commerce Department was weighing
requests to impose safeguards on dressing gowns, knit fabrics and
bras.




