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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR CORPORATE CONSPIRACIES

“America has lost its mind and Belzer and Wayne have found it. Here are hardcore stories of America selling its soul and democracy that have you saying ‘Holy shit!’ every time you turn to a new page. Worth the price just for the tragic story of Robin Williams’s Big Pharma-induced suicide. Burns into you like a fucking tattoo.”

—Greg Palast, journalist, New York Times bestselling author, The Best Democracy Money Can Buy

“Get your hands on Corporate Conspiracies, read its succinct and extremely well-sourced and highly corroborated evidence, and finish with a substantial basis for your views, one that may knock you off your feet. This book is the real deal, and there isn’t a wasted word in it. Its timing is frightening, its messages urgent. Run, don’t walk, to get your hands on a copy.”

—William J. Martin, lawyer, former Chicago assistant state’s attorney, and author, The Crime of the Century

“Corporate Conspiracies is a very timely and disturbing look at how controlled American society has become, with the average citizen completely unaware of the extent to which corporations have taken over our democracy. Big Brother is not only watching you—he is making decisions for you! You will never look at Wall Street, the corporate matrix, or ‘your’ government the same way again after reading this book.”

—Vince Palamara, author of Survivor’s Guilt, JFK, and The Not-So-Secret Service

“Insightful, poignant, and timely, Corporate Conspiracies is a must read for all who are concerned about the future of democracy and economic justice in our nation at a time of corporate greed and political chicanery.”

—Arthur Blaustein, author, Make a Difference …, former chair of the National Advisory Council on Economic Opportunity

“Reading Corporate Conspiracies made me angry. It made me think. It also told me how we can all regain control over our fate as a nation. Richard Belzer and David Wayne show us that corporate conspiracy is real and hidden in plain sight.”

—William Matson Law, author of In the Eye of History: Disclosures in the JFK Assassination Medical Evidence

“Corporate Conspiracies reveals what happens when conspiracy theory becomes conspiracy fact. Authors Belzer and Wayne tell us what we the people can do to get our democracy back. The need for this remarkable, meticulously researched volume has never been greater or more urgent. Start reading it now.”

—Alan Axelrod, author, Full Faith and Credit: The National Debt, Taxes, Spending, and the Bankrupting of America (Abbeville Press, 2016)

“In Corporate Conspiracies Belzer and Wayne document the demise of our representative form of government. Ever since we legalized bribery of our public officials and the equating of money to free speech, we have become captive to what I believe is a form of economic slavery.”

—Len Colodny, New York Times bestselling coauthor, Silent Coup and Forty Years War

“Belzer and Wayne authoritatively cite how corporations drive us to war, corrupt the election process, despoil the environment and our bodies and, tragically, more. This is an essential guide for restoring democracy in the US.”

—Brad Schreiber, author, Revolution’s End: The Patty Hearst Kidnapping, Mind Control and the Secret History of Donald DeFreeze and the SLA

“Belzer and Wayne provide a tough, candid view of the powers-that-be in the United States and the harsh impact of their manipulative actions on our lives. This no-holds-barred analysis tells us how things are rather than how we would prefer them to be.”

––J. Malcolm Garcia, author, What Wars Leave Behind: The Faceless and the Forgotten

“Richard Belzer and David Wayne have raised some very provocative questions about the influence of corporate money on government—from banks to the media and on to energy companies and everything in between. Though you may not agree with the answers, it never hurts to have your preconceptions challenged, and the authors have done just that.”

—Mike Farris, attorney, author of A Death in the Islands: The Unwritten Law and the Last Trial of Clarence Darrow

“It is obvious that throughout Richard Belzer’s acting and comedy career, he remained a voracious reader and close observer of the corruption and decline of American democracy. Corporate Conspiracies is a useful and timely guidebook for those engaged in the battle to reclaim our government from the clutches of runaway corporate power.”

—Alexander Zaitchik, author, The Gilded Rage
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This book is dedicated to Robin Williams, and the other many thousands of victims of corporate greed.

May your sacrifices not have been in vain …


After the Constitutional Convention, Benjamin Franklin was asked, “Well, Doctor, what have we got—a Republic or a Monarchy?” Franklin’s response:

“A Republic—if you can keep it.”1

1   Jay Cost, A Republic No More: Big Government and the Rise of American Political Corruption (New York: Encounter Books, 2015).


INTRODUCTION

Of all the books we researched for this work, the title we loved the most was this one:

Regime Change Begins at Home: Freeing America from Corporate Rule1

We love it because it presents—as a hard fact—something that very few people completely understand:

Since 1980, America has been run by a corporate regime that has co-opted both political parties and shifted sovereignty from “we the people” to transnational corporations.2

Since this book covers some corporate conspiracies, we will, no doubt, take a lot of heat for that and be deridingly referred to as conspiracy theorists. So we would just like to remind people that the phrase “conspiracy theorist” was actually invented by the Central Intelligence Agency, to be used as a weaponized term with which to discourage people from seeking the truth. We kid you not. CIA Document 1035–960 was dated April 1, 1967, regarding the Agency’s concern about the “reputation of the American government.” That document also suggested various tactics for countering “conspiratorial” arguments which confronted the gaping holes critics observed in the findings of the Warren Commission which “investigated” (they did no such thing, in reality) the assassination of President Kennedy. “The agency also directed its members ‘[t]o employ propaganda assets to [negate] and refute the attacks of the critics.”3 So, as you can see, and as the Freedom of Information Act release of that CIA document clearly reveals, the use of the term “conspiracy theorist” is actually a conspiracy itself. But if you believe (rightly) that Julius Caesar and hundreds of other leaders were the victims of conspirators (as they were), then you’re an evil “conspiracy theorist,” right? Well, if anybody actually believes that, then you’d better read up on your history, boys ’n girls. Because conspiracies are an ongoing and very common occurrence in human conduct.

Now—Let’s get down to the nitty gritty…


Are you aware that many friends of Robin Williams believe that his suicide was the direct result of the prescription drugs he was taking? And that over 23,000 suicides are attributed to psychiatric drugs each year in the United States?4

Did you know that turning prisons into a big business has resulted in the United States having the highest incarceration rate in the history of the world—and that most are just drug crimes?5

Are you aware that the historic event of the toppling of the statue of Saddam Hussein in Iraq was actually a US military PSYOP (Psychological Operations warfare)—a completely orchestrated event, with the knowledge and assistance of US media—and not a spontaneous event as it was portrayed by the media?6

Did you know that the Pentagon is sending $1.5 trillion of our tax dollars to their corporate buddies for a new fighter jet that is already superfluous?

Are you aware that continuing to rely on oil instead of investing in low-carbon energy solutions will cost us $44 trillion due to climate change?7

Did you know that companies like General Motors at times know that their products will kill people, but they do nothing, because it is actually cheaper to compensate the victims than it is to correct the problem?8

Then read and learn, friends.



American corporations have been getting away with murder—literally—for many, many years. Just take a good look at their history. The above example of GM is a proven point:

Consumer advocate Clarence Ditlow, executive director of the nonprofit Center for Automotive Safety, bitterly criticized the settlement. “GM killed over a 100 people by knowingly putting a defective ignition switch into over 1 million vehicles,” Ditlow said. “Today, thanks to its lobbyists, GM officials walk off scot-free while its customers are 6 feet under.”9

Tobacco companies knowingly lied about the harmful effects of cigarettes, for decades, even though there was plenty of known medical proof of their damage; they even knowingly hid that proof from the public. Oil, gas, and chemical companies have been knowingly polluting our planet with cancer-causing products, also for decades—and they know that they’re doing it. Pharmaceutical companies have lied and attempted to minimize news coverage regarding the deaths that they know their drugs will cause. That’s murder, plain and simple. Maybe you can paint a public relations damage control over that landscape if you happen to have all their tons of money and paid political influence. But it’s still murder! Look the parents of one of their victims straight in the eyes and try to tell them it’s not murder. Do you honestly think they will listen to you?

This book is an effort to reveal the insanity of corporate greed, once and for all.

At this point, most people probably care more about their local football team than they do about the workings of our democratic republic. And while we understand their frustration, and their reasons, that’s not good enough, folks. We have to all get involved to stop these bastards from getting away with what they have been getting away with for far too long. They are robbing us blind, poisoning our planet, hijacking our democracy, and ruining the futures of our children and our grandchildren. They must be stopped!

As an agent of the US government employed to implement policies to benefit American corporations, John Perkins noted in his classic work, Confessions of an Economic Hit Man, that Corporate America has extended its rule beyond our borders: “What we had previously considered US corporations were now truly international, even from a legal standpoint. Many of them were incorporated in a multitude of countries; they could pick and choose from an assortment of rules and regulations under which to conduct their activities, and a multitude of globalizing trade agreements and organizations made this even easier…. Corporatocracy had become a fact, and it increasingly exerted itself as the single major influence on world economics and politics.”10

It is sad to make this observation, but we have become a government Of the corporations, By the corporations, and For the corporations. You won’t see it on the corporate-controlled mainstream media, but “the United States has deposed or helped to depose more than a dozen foreign governments, often for the benefit of US commercial interests operating in those countries.”11 And no one seems to be policing the biggest corporate offenders, even when their frauds are blatantly obvious. Just look at the financial meltdown of 2008—the CEOs of those companies made out like bandits! They walked away with billions of dollars of public tax money, and we mean that literally:

So what is going on? After all, we’re a nation that takes fighting crime so seriously we use SWAT teams and submachine guns to pursue marijuana possessors and dealers … But not a single architect of the financial crisis that brought America to its knees has yet been charged. And of all the crimes against “the People,” the financial crisis ranks as one of the all-time worst.12

We have become a corporatized state, and they are whom our government now actually represents—not the people. We are now being held hostage by a government that has given control of the hen house over to the wolves. Like pigs at the trough, they have all fed on our economic system, at the expense of the public.

As Robert F. Kennedy Jr. recently observed, “corporations should not be running our government because they don’t want the same thing for America as Americans want. They don’t want democracy. They want profits. They want no competition. They are corrupting our democracy. They are stealing everything that we care about in this country.”13

Recent rulings of the Supreme Court have redefined the very structure of our republic, because corporations were declared to have the same rights as individuals. That differentiation has led to ramifications that threaten the very existence of America as we knew it.14 Kennedy eloquently explained why:


The so-called “Citizens United” decision is the “most sweeping expansion of corporate power this century. In an acrimonious split decision, the five ‘conservative’ justices declared that, in the eyes of the Constitution, corporations were people and money is speech,” continued Kennedy.

Corporate campaign donations, in other words, are protected by the First Amendment, making most restrictions on corporate donations to political candidates unconstitutional. “That case effectively overruled a century of corporate campaign finance restrictions that limited a corporation’s ability to purchase political candidates.”15



Kennedy continued with some earth-shaking information:

“And today it’s hard to argue that we still have a democracy in this country when you have the Koch brothers, the two richest people in America, who have pledged already to put nearly $900 million into this presidential election, which is comparable to the amount spent by either political party,” said Kennedy. “This year’s presidential election is going to cost $10 billion with half of that coming from 100 wealthy families. Nearly $1 billion is coming from two brothers.”16

Corporations still lobby for and receive many billions of dollars in government subsidies that actually work contrary to the best interests of the consumer. For example, just in the US sugar program, the government pays corporations $3 billion per year; and the effects of that corporate largesse? It doubles the price of sugar for the consumer.17 Huge corporations have taken over the massive American agribusiness, and it is usually these gigantic farming operations that are being subsidized to the tune of many billions of taxpayer dollars. Why? Because they have driven the smaller farmers out of business. Yet, due to tax loopholes that corporations lobby hard for in Washington, they still qualify for farm subsidies. And if they can take it from the American taxpayer, we all know damn well that they will take it. And take it, they do.

Many corporations even renounce America, in a formal legal manner, by moving their official headquarters overseas to a tax-friendly location, allowing them to earn profits tax-free in the United States.18 Another huge loophole for the wealthiest Americans—conveniently left available by their political friends in Washington—is called “deferred compensation,” which is a complicated method of pushing assets forward and paying taxes on them far in the future, if at all. According to one tax expert familiar with the issue, the use of deferrals annually “surely amounts to hundreds of billions of dollars” in lost revenues, which we end up paying for.19

And don’t expect to hear much about that issue from mainstream media either. Because most of them have already been “bought off” too. “You will hear no criticism from the press, the supposed guardians of our democracy. And that’s because most of that money will go to media advertising—the 4th estate has been bought off.”20

And as a result, what we’re left with, unfortunately, is a very nasty political predicament, according to Kennedy:

So democracy is for sale and the Congress that we have today is the best one that money can buy, which by definition, is oligarchy not democracy. Predictably, the rich are now buying themselves politicians and then deploying to reduce taxes on their class and to rid themselves of pesky regulations that protect public health. Our politicians are no longer public servants. They are indentured servants of the Koch brothers and their ilk. They are no longer engaged in public service, but in the mercenary enterprise of ransacking on behalf of Big Oil.21

The ramifications of recent court rulings are absolutely astounding: “Tobacco and asbestos companies asserted that they had Fifth Amendment rights to keep secret what they knew about the dangers of their products.”22 Can you imagine crap like that in our supposedly free republic? Shouldn’t they have to tell you that the chemicals you are working with can cause cancer? Well, guess what, folks? They don’t!

A revolving door between corporate leadership and government positions has also created an untenable ethics situation of glaringly obvious conflicts of interest as they shuffle back and forth during their careers between the boards of directors of major corporations and positions in government entrusted with the oversight of those very same corporations. The first chapter will reveal to you who some of the folks are that keep going back and forth through that revolving door.

And the revolving door isn’t just between Wall Street and Washington either—it is also mainstream media with all their pals in “public service” (and we use the term loosely). Mainstream journalists and politicians—we repeat ourselves—have been in bed together for ages; and what goes on under the sheets is not a pretty thing to see, either. Isn’t it openly preposterous that a guy like George Stephanopoulos goes from being a top White House adviser to the President of the United States, to being the chief anchorman at ABC News? Isn’t there something inherently incestuous about that? As in, wrong!

The press used to be known as the “Fourth Estate” because they were seen as the watchdog over the various branches of government. They were, supposedly, the ones who presented the unbiased, untainted viewpoint of our government—the one view that we could all trust. That is a very important role in a free republic, the importance of which, historically, has been very clearly demonstrated.23 But now, they just shuffle back and forth freely from working directly with the nation’s leadership (and again, we use the term very loosely), to supposedly reporting without prejudice about the very same people they were working with before, and will likely go back to working with again. So why do they behave as though we can trust them to report the news without prejudice when their very actions reveal obvious prejudice?

That string of conservative court rulings we referred to has resulted in a tsunami of game-changers that are currently devastating our republic of a would-be democracy: a flood of billions of dollars in corporate cash contributions they can now use to legally bribe politicians. It “helped create super PACs, which can accept unlimited contributions from corporate and union treasuries, as well as from individuals, and it triggered a boom in political activity by tax-exempt ‘dark money’ organizations that don’t have to disclose their donors.”24 And it eliminated environmental restrictions that now threaten to poison our lands, waterways, and the very air that we breathe.

Here is how one expert, Dr. David Rosner of Columbia University’s Center for the History and Ethics of Public Health, summarizes the situation:

It is very troubling to see so many issues, that you would think we should learn from, basically being ignored. Certainly asbestos, tobacco, lead, vinyl chloride (PVC)—you could go through a few classic examples of real mistakes, of major mistakes, in which we allowed these industries to get away with murder.25

In 1999, only 1 in every 500 kids had autism. Today, that number is 1 in every 88.26 Many people believe that the preponderance of chemicals in our daily lives is responsible for that increase, as well as the rise in many types of cancers and other health problems.27 There are literally no regulations for most of the chemicals in use in our country! Isn’t that difficult to fathom in this day and age? A review by the California State Senate in 2010 revealed that out of approximately 83,000 chemicals legally put inside products in the United States, only about 200 of them have actually been tested by the EPA (Environmental Protection Agency).28 The companies do not have to prove that they are safe!29

“Industry in America does not have to prove a chemical is safe before it gets onto the market. Instead, like a defendant in an American court room, a chemical is innocent until proven guilty.”30

In fact, the chemical industry in America is an excellent example of the horrible games these people play with our families’ health. Through their lobbying vehicle, the American Chemistry Council, they have spent millions of dollars fighting against the regulations in Congress and state legislatures that would force the companies they represent to register and regulate their toxic chemicals. And you won’t believe the absolutely insidious manner in which they defeat the efforts of parents and groups trying to protect us from their poisoning of our bodies. Care for an example? Well, here you go.

It has been established that strong chemicals, known as brominated flame retardants, which are present in almost all American homes in furniture and mattresses, produce toxic compounds that build up in our bodies. It has never been proven that they reduce fire deaths in homes.31 So, some very responsible parents, groups, health advocates, and some legislators, have worked hard to have these toxic substances eradicated, to stop putting them in our homes. The American Chemistry Council, on behalf of the corporations making millions of dollars from these chemicals, spent millions lobbying against those efforts.32 With no substantive evidence that chemical retardants actually reduced the rate of home fires—but plenty of evidence that they could be harming our children via their known toxicity—the chemical industry embarked upon an intentionally deceptive campaign to halt the proposed protective legislation.33 They did a multimillion-dollar media campaign that blanketed California with very deceptive information about how people would be endangered by fire without the toxic retardants. They even had the audacity to call their campaign Citizens for Fire Safety.34 How’s that for deception, folks? Instead of using their own name—which people might realize was done by corporations—they named their campaign like it was a group of concerned citizens working for public safety! Citizens for Fire Safety, my ass! It was corporations protecting profits at any cost! They even brought 10-year-old children to come and testify before government committees! They had these little kids televised, reading from scripts that basically said “Please don’t let me die in a fire.”35 Do you see how despicable and insidious these companies are? It’s like they will not stop at anything to continue making obscene amounts of money, even if it means poisoning our children. That’s why we wrote this book! We had to.

Ultimately, it’s we—The People—who need to force change against the many transgressions of Corporate America. Europeans don’t put up with it and neither should we—in Europe the people have forced manufacturers to get toxic chemicals out of the economic equation, and demanded that all GMO foods be labeled as such.36 And we can easily do that.

The head guy over at a company called Eden Foods sums it all up pretty well, if you ask us:


If there are no morals and ethics—if nobody cares—there is absolutely no incentive for any business to do anything right. The only incentive remaining, once you remove the morals and ethics, is profit. And if that’s the only remaining judgment criteria employed, you get what we have in America today.37



That needs to change. Because our tolerance of it is the only thing that allows it to continue. Let’s stop corporations and help our fellow Americans.

This quote is from 2004 and we actually ended up spending a lot more in Iraq than $87 billion—but just listen to what we could have done with that money instead:

The United States spends over $87 billion conducting a war in Iraq while the United Nations estimates that for less than half that amount we could provide clean water, adequate diets, sanitations services, and basic education to every person on the planet.38

So the point of it all, the why of how it all matters, is this: with just a fraction of the waste and greed that we continuously put up with from corporations and politicians, we could really work wonders in this world of ours.

As they say in The Human Experiment, a great documentary that is about many of the things that we have mentioned above, “If you aren’t outraged, you aren’t paying attention to what the hell is going on.”39


CHAPTER ONE

BOUGHT & PAID FOR: THE BEST POLITICIANS THAT MONEY CAN BUY

America has the best politicians money can buy.1

—Will Rogers

This is about a group that we call our political prostitutes—and it had to be the first chapter of the book because it is what actually allows all the other corruption in our country to exist and thrive. As US Senator Mark Hanna said, way back in 1895: “There are two things that are important in politics. The first is money—and I can’t remember what the second one is.”2 Much more recently, a top Senate Democrat came right out and said that the bankers now “own” the US Congress; and, as journalist Glenn Greenwald noted, that Senator’s “confession ought to be major news, yet it won’t be. Why not?”3

It has certainly now reached a new threat level to our republic:

Former Texas Agriculture Commissioner Jim Hightower told me, “They’ve eliminated the middleman. The corporations don’t have to lobby the government anymore. They are the government.” Hightower used to complain about Monsanto’s lobbying the Secretary of Agriculture. Today, Monsanto executive Ann Veneman is the Secretary of Agriculture.4

One would think—in a true democracy—that the ability to control events would be more in the hands of the masses in the voting booths, than in the hands of a few big power brokers. Unfortunately, events in recent years have brought us dramatically farther in the wrong direction.

The situation is clearly out of hand. As President Obama himself noted, in the home of a billionaire supporter:


“You now have the potential of two hundred people deciding who ends up being elected president, every single time.”

“There are five or six people in this room tonight that could simply make a decision ‘This will be the next president’ and probably at least get a nomination…. And that’s not the way things are supposed to work.”5



Did you know that “the 100 largest corporations in the world produce $7 trillion in sales and have $10 trillion in assets”?6 “With this money, they control governments through lobbying and donations, fund academic research so that the ‘scientific’ view of the world adheres to their perspective—for example, ‘There is no climate change’—and, most importantly, dominate consciousness by graffitiing our shared spaces and media with their peculiar philosophies.”7

President Obama was right. That is clearly not the way that the democratic process is supposed to work. But it is.

Seven billion dollars was spent on the 2012 presidential election.8 But, “in 2016, those data points would seem quaint by comparison.”9

Our political process—once the pride of our democracy—has been virtually put up for sale to the highest bidders. It is no longer a case of the richest 1 percent of Americans controlling the course of the country. That task is now accomplished by a very small group of people. And it is a situation that is now at a point where it is totally disproportionate to the best interests of our republic. If you are not concerned about that, then just get a load of this: private groups now spend more on our elections than the Democratic and Republican parties combined.10

What’s new, you might ask? Corrupt politicians have been around for centuries, you say? Crooked leaders are as common as salt. True. Well, how about this? This time the secret pie that the fat cats are feasting on is ridiculously huge. For example, the Wall Street bailout was over one trillion taxpayer dollars.11 And nobody broke up the party! These days they have been perfecting their “skill sets” to a point where it is poisoning whatever we currently have left of a free republic: “Crony capitalism is good for those on the inside. And it is lousy for everyone else. But it does provide a hybrid-powered vehicle to sustain a large base of rich campaign contributors with taxpayer money.”12

After the financial collapse of 2008, when it came time to pass out the goodies—over a trillion dollars of taxpayer money in the so-called bailout—it was Wall Street insiders and companies who had given large donations to Washington politicians who ended up getting the sweetest deals.13

Access to TARP (Troubled Asset Relief Program) money was not guaranteed. And the terms of the loans were unclear. There was no transparency and no openness to the process. As the economist Robert Kuttner put it, the TARP proceedings were “being done largely behind closed doors and the design is by, for, and in the interest of large banks, hedge funds, and private equity companies. Because there are no explicit criteria, it’s very hard to know” if anyone got special treatment. The entire process, he said, reeks of favoritism and special treatment.14

The same thing happened with the “American Recovery and Reinvestment Act” of the Obama administration. Billions of dollars’ worth of loans, grants, and loan guarantees were passed around—but it was largely wealthy campaign contributors who reaped the most direct benefits!15 These programs should be renamed with a more honest title, such as “No Billionaire Left Behind”:

The game of funneling taxpayer money to friends has exploded to astonishing levels in recent years. Now that annual federal outlays exceed $3 trillion, there are extraordinary opportunities to get a piece of the action. Government checks routinely find their way to very wealthy Americans. Convincing the public that billionaires need the money can, needless to say, be tricky. But if a government check somehow serves the “public interest,” it can become part of a larger program and might escape scrutiny.16

Billions of taxpayer dollars funneled to the corporate interests of very wealthy campaign contributors: payback. “As a jobs program—the stated purpose—these billions in grants and loans were a failure. But as a method for transferring billions in taxpayer funds to friends, cronies, and supporters, they worked perfectly.”17 It’s basically a “can’t miss” situation—if you happen to be a billionaire. And it amounts to a legalized system of theft:

Imagine for a minute that you are a corporate executive and you start using your company’s assets to “invest” in projects that in turn benefit you directly. What would happen? You would be risking possible criminal charges for the misuse of those assets. But if it’s taxpayer money? Suddenly it becomes legal. Even acceptable. And for the billionaire who is looking to get a big return on his investment, there are few returns that can be higher than those resulting from campaign contributions. After all, how else can you turn half a million dollars from yourself and your friends into hundreds of millions of dollars after a single election?18

That mention of half a million dollars, above, is in reference to a venture capitalist, Steve Westly, who brought in contributions to the Obama campaign in the amount of approximately half a million dollars.19 Westly sat on the board of directors for Tesla Motors and his venture capital firm had a big stake in Tesla. Now, we happen to like electric cars—but get a load of this. This is an example of how the political process actually works. After Obama came into office, many of his major campaign contributors were on the boards of companies and had major financial interests in corporations that were on the receiving end of huge grants and loans, under very beneficial terms. One of those was Tesla, which received $465 million in government loans.20 That money—taxpayer money—made the IPO (Initial Public Offering of stock in the company) of Tesla possible.21 Their IPO was very successful, and made their big investors infinitely richer. Mr. Westly’s firm had 2.5 million Tesla shares and he personally has an undisclosed amount of the company’s shares on top of that. (Also, you would think that he would have to disclose the number of those shares, but since he is not technically a federal employee, he is apparently exempt from disclosure laws.)22 He and other big investors made millions, as a result.23 Then, the Obama administration announced its plan to offer a rebate to boost electric car sales, and Tesla shares shot up an additional 6 percent.24 The potential conflict of interest has been widely noted; at the same time that his companies have benefited directly, Mr. Westly has had the close attention of and special access to the Energy Secretary who, obviously, is a key decision-maker in the process of giving out those funds.25 “Companies in The Westly Group portfolio have benefited from more than half a billion dollars in loans, grants or stimulus money from the Energy Department…. Relatively few companies succeed in winning such benefits.”26

As we wrote this book, Tesla Motors has risen to a stock market value of over thirty billion dollars. And yes, we know—you could make the argument that it all created a great company, in a great business. But how were they created and who benefited the most? They were made great with the help of taxpayer dollars. So you could also argue—successfully, we believe—that the American taxpayers, who provided that relief, were not the beneficiaries of the positive results. The average American has not benefited from Tesla’s success, nor does the average American have $100,000 to go out and buy a new Tesla. Their millionaire shareholder investors were clearly the big beneficiaries of that taxpayer assistance. Fat cat investors made fortunes from taxpayer-provided relief. And that’s just plain wrong.

But the Energy Department was small potatoes compared to what was going on over at the Treasury Department. Over at Treasury, the revolving door between Wall Street and Washington was reaping rewards beyond the wildest dreams of most business people.

Goldman Sachs had a direct line to Treasury Secretary Hank Paulsen, its former managing partner, as well as incoming officials in the Obama administration.27

As you will see below, as well as in the following chapter on Wall Street, banking firms like Goldman Sachs now play far too large a role in our election and governing processes. As Glenn Greenwald observed:

Nobody even tries to hide this any longer. The only way they could make it more blatant is if they hung a huge Goldman Sachs logo on the Capitol dome and then branded it onto the foreheads of leading members of Congress and executive branch officials. Of course, ownership of the government is not confined to Goldman or even to bankers generally; legislation in virtually every area is written by the lobbyists dispatched by the corporations that demand it, and its passage then ensured by “representatives” whose pockets are stuffed with money from those same corporations.28

As people have said before, these damn politicians should be forced to wear patches of their corporate sponsors on their jackets just like NASCAR drivers do. Then we’d know who the bastards are actually working for. Because it sure as hell isn’t us. They have sold out to their corporate masters long, long ago. The only question now is which companies are they working for? Care for examples? There are literally thousands of them.

Remember US House of Representatives Minority Leader, Richard Gephardt? Gephardt’s congressional district was centered around St. Louis, Missouri, the home of the huge defense contractor, McDonnell-Douglas. Back in 1996, Gephardt lobbied hard for McDonnell-Douglas, which was hoping to get awarded the hugely lucrative Pentagon contract for its new Joint Strike Fighter plane. Gephardt used his influence, vehemently explaining to the Defense Department that this was a program our country truly needed, that the new Joint Strike Fighter was an “affordable solution to our future strike warfighting needs.”29 But instead of McDonnell-Douglas, the Pentagon awarded the contract to Boeing and Lockheed corporations. How did Gephardt react? The very next day Gephardt withdrew his support for the entire program.30 Because, apparently, his dramatic concern about our need for the plane was actually based on the desires of his biggest corporate sponsor. That’s how it all works, in reality.

And here’s another little gem for you.

This example is another one of our favorites: the B-1 bomber. Would you like to know how Boeing Corporation made sure that they had a way to threaten every single member of the US House of Representatives? They came up with a very devious method. It was brilliant. Actually, diabolical would be a more appropriate word. What they did was ensure that the B-1 program was practically invulnerable to attack because it had some of its many parts made in every single one of the country’s 435 congressional districts.31 So it didn’t really matter that the B-1 bomber was a ridiculously expensive and unnecessary addition to our forces. What mattered, at the nuts-and-bolts level of the American political system, was that if the program didn’t continue, jobs would be lost. They could argue that cancellation of the B-1 program would devastate American labor all over the place. Or, they could bully a congressional representative by even suggesting that they were planning to take those jobs out of his or her district and move them somewhere else.32 That’s the way that the ugly game of corporate politics is played.

These groups have all been in bed with each other for so long that they don’t even seem to realize that it’s an incestuous relationship. “As the New York Times reported in February 2011, senior Pentagon officials began meeting in secret with investment advisers in New York to give them information regarding defense-related companies.”33 Isn’t that outrageous? What the hell do they think they’re doing? That’s obscene! Further, on the same meetings: “The message was direct: even with defense cutbacks on the horizon, ‘the Pentagon is going to make sure the military industry remains profitable.’”34

It’s reached the point where these people really don’t seem to even care anymore about the obvious appearances of conflict of interest. In October 2010, the Deputy Defense Secretary, William J. Lynn, met with a large group of Wall Street stock analysts. According to the New York Times, he laid out the Pentagon’s plans “in astonishing detail.”35 And guess what happened as a result? “The Big Five defense contractors—Lockheed Martin, General Dynamics, Raytheon, Northrup Grumman, and Boeing—all saw their stocks rise shortly after that October meeting.”36 So tell us, plain and simple, because we have a very direct question: Who exactly is working for whom here?

Corporations have always used the political system to gain advantages, but recently companies have been using politicians to pave their corporate interests to the extreme. And the concept of fairness has got nothin’ to do with it, folks. If the bastards think that they can get away with it, they will try. That has been proven to us time and again. “The political success of the income tax always rested upon a broad sense that it was fair, but … major companies like Boeing, Dow, and General Electric were not only paying no taxes, but actually receiving net benefits through the tax code.”37 There is a well-documented recent history of top Congressional leaders receiving bundles of cash contributions from big oil and gas corporations and then suddenly deciding to “push bills for fossil fuel industry” projects.38

Many Americans still tend to believe that Big Business is generally “Republican” as far as their politics goes. Nothing could be further from the truth. They’ll buy anybody! They can and do and, in fact, they already have.

Corporate America’s effort to mold both political parties to do its bidding was increasingly successful as politicians needed ever more contributions to buy the television ads that got them reelected. Politicians insisted that no one bought their vote with their donation and that was true.39

But it was only true on a technical level. It just gave them plausible deniability that they hadn’t sold their vote to the corporations. Realistically, everybody in Washington knew what it meant. “But what donations did buy, every politician acknowledged, was access. That access meant that every senator and representative was listening primarily to the concerns and ideas of the super rich, of the political donor class.”40

If you don’t think that the American political process has been totally corrupted by the wealthiest Americans, then just pay close attention to the following sentence. Two individuals—the extremely conservative, multibillionaire Koch Brothers, who are the damn poster boys for the richest 1% who own this country now—spend as much on a presidential election as the entire Democratic Party or Republican Party (which, historically, have been the two major forces in every election); and that comparison, by the way, also includes “the party’s two congressional campaign committees.”41 The Koch Brothers budget for the 2016 presidential election is actually far greater than either political party spent on all their elections of 2012.42

Environmental attorney and activist Robert F. Kennedy Jr. had some very cogent observations on that topic:

“What do you think accounts for the Koch Brothers’ generosity to our political system?” He answers his question with a battery of new questions. “Do you think that Charles and David Koch are putting nearly $900 million into the election because of some patriotic impulse? Do you think they are putting nearly $900 million into this election because they love America? Do you think that they are putting nearly $900 million into the election because they love humanity? Our environment? Or our purple mountain’s majesty? Our democracy? Or free market capitalism?”43

Kennedy pulled no punches, and that’s putting it mildly!

Koch Industries is not a benign corporation. It’s a suicide pact for creation. It’s the archetype of “disaster capitalism.” It’s the command center of an organized scheme to undermine democracy and impose a corporate kleptocracy that will allow these greedy men to cash in on mass extinction and the end of civilization.44

And Kennedy blasted them with both barrels, also noting the lethal effects and thinly disguised roles of their so-called foundations and “institutes”:

The real purpose of their ‘think tanks’ they created and fund—like the Heritage Foundation and the CATO Institute—is not to promote free market capitalism, but to gin up the philosophical underpinnings for a scheme of uncontrolled corporate profit taking. And the press, consolidated as it is into private monopolies and relieved of social obligation, are on the carbon and pharma payroll and in full cahoots with the scheme. 45

Unfortunately, our so-called Congressional “leadership” (and damn, we wish there was a better word for it than that because it is so inaccurate), has made it all too clear that they will gladly sell their political influence to fatten their pockets. There is practically no end to the specific and numerous examples of our political prostitutes, officially known as the elected representatives of our electoral process. So that is not a theory or an allegation—that is a fact.46

When we think about how corporate money pollutes democracy, we generally infer that the election process makes political posts go to the highest bidder and that votes can effectively be bought with advertising. But it’s actually a much more malignant disease. It may not seem of paramount importance in our everyday life, but in the following chapters we will show you how this “purchased influence” is directly responsible for everything from legalized slavery to the mass marketing of drugs that their manufacturers know full well, in advance, are going to kill people. Put simply, this is the evil that allows all the other evils to happen. If our Democratic process is virtually “for sale to the highest bidder,” then it opens the door to blatantly corrupt misuses.

And, if you don’t think that corporations and their co-conspirator politicians have successfully engineered the hijacking of our economy and the transfer of wealth from the disappearing middle class to the wealthiest—just take a good look at the following chart. It shows how America measures up to other developed countries; or, actually, how we fail to measure up.

[image: images]

Graph courtesy of George R. Tyler, What Went Wrong: How The 1% Hijacked the American Middle Class … And What Other Countries Got Right, (Dallas: BenBella Books, 2013).

“In 2007, the year of the crash, the top 1 percent of American households took in almost two-and-a-half times the share of our nation’s pre-tax income that they had grabbed in the 40 years following World War II. This was no accident—the rules of the market underwent profound changes that led to the upward redistribution of trillions in income over the past 30 years.”47

Corporations got so greedy that they even stopped trying to hide their nasty behavior. General Electric, at one time, was the world’s largest company.48 But they took from the poor and gave to the rich. It became widely viewed that management’s game was “to squeeze the pay and numbers of the rank and file and then richly reward executives.”49

You’ve probably seen articles and news shows on television implying that corporate money “influences” US politicians. But actually, the reality is quite a bit worse than that. They’re not just “influenced”—they’re even controlled. They are often bought and paid for to do a corporation’s bidding for them. These political prostitutes are often little more than glorified corporate employees without the name tag.

Actually, it’s even worse than that. There used to be strict legal limits to the amounts that corporations were allowed to donate to politicians. But all that changed with the Supreme Court decision in the case of Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission in 2010. That decision by the high court “overturned key provisions of the McCain-Feingold campaign finance law, rules that kept corporations—and their lobbyists and front groups (as well as labor unions)—from spending unlimited amounts of cash on campaign advertising within 60 days of a general election for federal office (or 30 days before a primary).”50

Former US Representative Alan Grayson summarized the impact of the Citizens United decision in blunt terms: “We’re now in a situation where a lobbyist can walk into my office … and say, ‘I’ve got five million dollars to spend, and I can spend it for you or against you. Which do you prefer?’”51

Corporate interests have “overpowered ‘government of the people, by the people, and for the people,’” to quote another memorable Lincoln phrase. “Corporations’ power over the government is at the root of a wide array of issues of deep concern … including campaign finance reform, the growing gap between rich and poor, environmental degradation, globalization, and whether democracy itself has been reduced to a mere charade or a sideshow in a global bazaar.”52

Politicians aren’t just “influenced” by campaign contributions; they are manipulated, and practically even controlled by these vermin who are politely referred to as “lobbyists.” And you almost can’t blame corporations for hijacking the political process. For them, it’s just a really good investment—it makes excellent business sense. Here’s an example. An article in Time Magazine, in 2010, pointed out that the political donations of hedge funds and other money managers had made them a fortune. The financial groups had invested about $15 million to weaken the impact of legislation that was attempting to reform Wall Street.53 The successful “dilution” of the would-be reform act, saved those big money people a fortune; about $10 billion in taxes per year. That’s a return of 660 percent on their investment.54 Not bad, huh?

Russell Brand said it best:

We’ve got more in common with the people we’re bombing than the people we’re bombing them for. That is why it takes some pretty well-drilled, old-fashioned optimism to get down to the polling station on Election Day. The very system in which we are invited to ritualistically but irrelevantly participate is designed, DESIGNED, to prevent significant change occurring.55

It was the laws passed by these corrupt political prostitutes that removed the restrictions against huge corporations. And that was what opened the floodgates of multibillion-dollar accounting scandals at gigantic companies like Enron, Tyco, Global Crossing, Adelphia, Waste Management, and many others.56 In fact, calling them “accounting scandals” is an understatement of the highest degree. In reality, they were planned and coordinated thefts, massive fraud and premeditated criminal activity in the board rooms of some of the country’s biggest corporations, as “the collapse of Enron exposed widespread risks and deceitful practices at the world’s leading corporations … financial scandals at companies ranging from Adelphia to WorldCom, from Anadarko to Xerox.”57

A long wave of corporate corruption was exposed, as one company after another admitted to “cooking their books,” or, in cases like American Express, they confessed to not completely understanding their own investments. “Thus, American Express joined the long list of supposedly sophisticated financial experts that had been unable to assess the risk and value of their own investments in derivatives: Bankers Trust, Salomon Brothers, Askin Capital Management, Barings, Kidder Peabody, Enron, and so on.”58

One after another, the dominoes started to tumble. WorldCom, a telecommunications giant, announced they had suddenly discovered another $3.3 billion in “accounting mistakes.”59 It was revealed that a highly questionable $1 billion tax shelter set up by Citigroup and Merrill Lynch had been related to the “discovery” of an additional $2.4 billion in liabilities for Williams Companies, and it brought their stock crashing down to earth.60 Dell Computer revealed that they had put options on their own stock in over-the-counter deals arranged with Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley.61 Five executives of Adelphia Communications were arrested for not disclosing important financial dealings.62 Xerox Corporation confessed that it had “overstated” (where we grew up, we called that lying!) company revenues by almost $2 billion.63 AOL Time Warner confessed that their accounting practices were the subject of an SEC investigation.64 The CEO of Tyco International suddenly resigned after being charged with evading taxes.65 Qwest Communications disclosed that they were the subject of a criminal investigation.66 Martha Stewart, the television homemaker icon, was charged with criminal insider-trading.67 Martha Stewart would go on to become the sacrificial lamb of the whole financial fiasco, leading to the question: Why did she go to jail when the Wall Street shysters who actually caused it, all walked away scot-free?

All told, as the market value of companies plummeted, investors had lost over $7 trillion in stocks.68 That’s what it costs when corporate corruption goes unchecked. And that’s why you can always count on large political contributions from American corporations. Because they know what side their bread is buttered on.

And guess what? It’s still happening. Even though everybody—especially mainstream media—treats the financial crises (there were several) of the early 2000s as though they are now a thing of the past, gigantic corporations continue in their corrupt financial practices. After their paid-for politicians had removed the historically necessary and prudent restrictions upon the entire financial services industry—by repeal of the Glass-Steagall Act—the boys and girls on Wall Street really had their hands free to invent entirely new ways to financially devastate the economy as they enriched themselves beyond belief. The foxes were finally in control of the hen house and they knew exactly what to do with it, too.

Companies use every trick in the book and—thanks to their hefty campaign contributions that ensure those loopholes are kept open by politicians—there are literally thousands of little tricks.

Corporations are busy moving intellectual property such as patents, trademarks and the title to the company logo to entities organized in tax havens like Bermuda. These corporations then pay royalties to use their own intellectual property, allowing them to convert taxable profits in the United States into tax-deductible payments sent to Bermuda and other havens that impose little or no tax.69

In other words, they actually get a tax credit as a reward for avoiding the taxes they should have rightfully paid to begin with! And guess who pays for that. You guessed it. We do. “You pay for this through higher taxes, reduced services or your rising share of our growing national debt. You also pay for it through incentives in the tax system for companies to build new factories overseas and to reduce employment in America.” Great, huh? They win—we lose. The politicians lower taxes on corporations and the wealthy, and we foot the bill.70

Corporations pay attorneys a fortune to navigate through an intentionally complex tax code that provides a world of riches in the form of reduced taxes:

“One method that multi-national corporations are using to pay lower international taxes is offshore transfer payments,” said analyst Jill Gonzalez, a researcher at WalletHub. This is done by creating foreign subsidiaries to make raw materials or parts in countries with low tax rates. The corporations’ US operations then buy these parts from the overseas units above cost. Thus, the foreign unit makes a large profit, which avoids the US tax rate.71

Offshore tax havens—registering a corporation or its subsidiary in a very financially friendly location, such as Bermuda or the Cayman Islands—is a gigantic loophole that Congress could have closed up a long, long time ago. So why haven’t they? Because their “corporate clients” make hundreds of billions of dollars off it, that’s why. Many times they do not even have actual employees in the foreign company—it’s just an address, a shell game to avoid taxes.72 And avoid taxes they do—big time. The United States Public Interest Research Group Education Fund reported recently that in 2014, a whopping 72% of US Fortune 500 companies used offshore tax havens—and doing that hid $2.1 trillion in offshore profits that they should have paid $620 billion in US taxes on! 73 Now do you see why corporations make huge donations to their friendly politicians across the country? It’s an investment—and one that keeps on reaping billions of dollars in profits and unpaid taxes. They are gifts that just keep on giving.
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