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  Publisher’s note:




  All quotations in this book come from original sources and contain the spelling and grammatical inconsistencies of the original text.
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  Earlier, the jewelry store’s clerks had put out new inventory in anticipation of holiday shoppers coming in the next day. But the store has been closed for hours now—and in the cold, quiet night, three figures make their way through a deserted alley, heading for the rear entrance of the store. Expecting to pull off a big heist, the three burglars are wearing black sweat suits to blend into the darkness and have covered their heads with black ski masks. They carry guns, ready to use them if necessary. Not far from the store, a fourth person waits in a car to help the burglars make their getaway. The crime has been well planned, the timing perfect.
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    Crimes involving corruption may take place in the open and among welldressed men and women sitting in brightly lit offices and conference rooms. The payoff may be money handed over in an envelope, or it might be in the form of influence or power.


  




  A Different Kind of Heist




  This description of a crime in progress seems typical— committed under the cover of darkness, by masked thieves who are armed and dangerous, with a lookout stationed nearby to whisk them off before the police descend on them. Not all crimes are committed this way, however. Many crimes are committed in the bright light of day—by men or women in fashionable clothing meeting in fancy restaurants, upscale office suites, or luxury cars.




  

    FAST FACTS




    The letters FBI stand for the Federal Bureau of Investigation, of course, but they also stand for the agency’s motto, Fidelity, Bravery, Integrity, with integrity being the key word in public corruption investigations. The motto was created in 1935 by W. H. Drane Lester, editor of the Bureau’s employee newsletter, The Investigator.


  




  They exchange money in envelopes, shoeboxes, or paper bags. They don’t carry weapons, and they make no effort to conceal their identity. These crimes are often committed in public, but few people ever notice that anything is amiss. Most often, the crime these well-heeled people are committing is buying and selling influence over major decisions. This crime is known as public corruption, and it affects millions of people.




  Violating the Public Trust




  The people committing these crimes hold a wide variety of jobs in local, state, and federal governments. They may be members of the U.S. Congress, state legislators, mayors, judges, building and health inspectors, even police officers. What they all have in common is a position of public trust, and they have chosen to violate that trust in exchange for money or something else of value. Those assigned to root out these corrupt officials and bring them to justice work as special agents for the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI).




  Most public corruption takes place when public officials— elected or appointed—accept something of value from a private citizen or company, in exchange for making a favorable decision on behalf of that person or company. The item of value could be a gift, a service, a vacation, shares of stock, a share of profits in a particular enterprise, or simply cash. This crime is also known as influence peddling or bribery.




  Though bribery is one of the most common violations of the public trust, it is not the only form of public corruption. Public corruption also occurs when officials embezzle public funds, accept kickbacks, fix elections, misuse a public office for personal gain, take part in political coercion schemes, intimidate (or bully) others, engage in racketeering and extortion, obstruct justice, or carry out money laundering. Sometimes these crimes are committed along with other serious offenses, including drug dealing or even murder.




  Congressional Corruption




  In a stunning example of public corruption, U.S. Representative James A. Traficant, Jr. (D-Ohio), was found guilty in April 2002 of demanding bribes from business executives and taking kickbacks from his own staff. One staff member testified during the trial that the representative had demanded kickbacks from him totaling $2,500 a month. Other members of Traficant’s staff, who were called as witnesses, testified that the representative had instructed them to mislead the grand jury investigating him and ordered them to destroy evidence. The representative’s trial became a public spectacle, as Traficant, representing himself, belittled the prosecution’s case and claimed that the government had been out to get him for years. But the government case was ironclad, based on an intense, six-year investigation conducted by the FBI.




  

    FAST FACTS




    The FBI allocates 15 percent of its investigative resources (people, money, and equipment) to combating public corruption.


  




  Traficant claimed that the trial was unfair, citing the government’s decision not to put FBI agents who investigated the case on the stand. He maintained that the agents weren’t called to testify because the prosecution was “scared to death of my cross-examination.” After the case was over, jurors said that it was obvious that Traficant was trying to confuse them. But he failed. The representative was sentenced to eight years in prison.
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    Representative James A. Traficant, Jr., of Ohio speaks with the media outside federal court in Cleveland during his trial on charges of accepting bribes and favors from businessmen. Traficant told jurors that he was an innocent victim of federal agents who hated him. The jurors rejected his argument. He was convicted of charges against him and sentenced to eight years in prison.


  




  Former Representative Richard A. Gephardt, the Democratic leader in the House of Representatives at the time of Traficant’s trial, said, “A member of Congress who commits bribery strikes at the heart of representative government.”




  A Long History




  Public corruption has been around for as long as the world has had governments. From democracies like those found in Europe and North America to the most ruthless dictatorships, where almost all freedoms are denied to the citizens, government officials have been known to take bribes in exchange for granting special favors or allowing certain activities to go unreported.




  At the time of the founding of the United States of America, one of the colonists’ biggest complaints against the British was that many of the British officials running the 13 colonies were corrupt and that their corruption went unchecked and unpunished. After the revolution, the nation’s founders made a determined effort to keep this type of corruption from tainting government in a free United States. The founders wrote safeguards into the U.S. Constitution, creating what is known as the system of checks and balances among the three branches of the U.S. government—legislative, judicial, and executive.
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