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Internet sites like Opensecrets.org are beginning to post lobbying disclosures from the first half of the year as more of the data from the Aug. 14 filings becomes available electronically, and a new feature on Opensecrets allows debate on some of the issues surrounding money and politics.

Opensecrets and the Sunlight Foundation, which advocates greater government transparency, have teamed with the Web site Helium.com for the service. Helium promotes itself more as an online education site than a forum for debate.

While there are plenty of blogs and Web sites to debate the political issues of the day, Helium positions itself as a sort of no-flame zone where ideas get attention because of their thoughtful content -- not their rancor. Buttons on the participating sites showcase a rotation of questions for debate, and readers can participate by clicking the buttons to go to the Helium site.

In this kinder, gentler format, postings are not listed based on when they were filed but based on votes from others who have written on similar topics. "It allows the best incites to rise to the top," Helium President Mark Ranalli said. "Time is of no relevance when it comes to our site."

The goal is to provide the best information quickly so readers don't have to wade through silly answers or vulgar rants. "The system has a rating engine based on content," Ranalli said. "All those kind of flame wars with community sites go away."

That was the attraction for Kevin Rooney, managing director of the Center for Responsible Politics, which operates Opensecrets to track political donations. He said "letting the best arguments bubble to the top" was more appealing than the standard forum, "where bomb throwers get the most attention."

Even so, Rooney said getting involved in a partnership to suggest discussion topics still required some debate for the nonprofit company, which prides itself on being nonpartisan and nonpolitical.

He said the idea that specific answers may be partisan but that both the pros and cons of the issues will be aired was convincing, so the center agreed to participate.

So far one of the most popular questions has been whether money buys votes. "Of course they do," Ted Sherman wrote. "If they didn't, there wouldn't be any campaign contributions in the first place, especially from the heavy interests in business, defense industry and others who regularly buy congressional votes."

But Frances Ruocco said the contributions are more of a reward for similar views than an attempt to change them. "People are giving contributions because they believe in the same issues the congressmen claim to believe in or else they would not be giving them any contributions at all."

Ranalli said more partners, including Capitol News Connection, Teachers Without Boarders and the National Center for Policy Analysis, will be added to the site in coming weeks.

He said the partnerships help Helium get its name out, and the online groups get "to use a Web 2.0 vehicle to engage their constituents."
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